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Summary  

Behavioral public administration is an interdisciplinary research field that studies public 

administration topics by connecting insights from public administration with psychology 

and the behavioral sciences more broadly. Behavioral public administration scholars study 

important public problems such as discrimination, corruption, and burnout. Behavioral 

public administration has various potential uses. First, behavioral public administration 

tests and extends theories and concepts from psychology in political-administrative 

settings. Second, it tests and extends the microfoundations of public administration theories 

and concepts. Third, behavioral public administration scholars develop new theories and 

concepts. Fourth, behavioral public administration can help in tackling practical public 

problems. There are various future research suggestions for behavioral public 

administration. The field could move beyond one shot single studies and aim to build 

cumulative knowledge. This can be done among else via large scale collaborations and via 

replications. In addition, it is also beneficial if behavioral public administration scholars 

broaden their methodological toolkit to answer different kinds of research questions. 
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Interdisciplinary, Behavioral Public Administration 
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Background on Behavioral Public Administration 

Behavioral public administration can be broadly described is an interdisciplinary research 

field that studies public administration topics by connecting insights from public 

administration with psychology and the wider behavioral sciences (Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 

2017). An example of a study that takes such a behavioral public administration approach is 

Weibel et al. (2010). Weibel and her colleagues analyze a key public administration topic 

(pay for performance in the public sector) by combining insights from public 

administration (including Public Service Motivation) and psychology (such as self-

determination theory). They show among else that pay for performance has a positive effect 

when tasks are not interesting, but a negative effect in the case of interesting tasks. Their 

findings help to explain the modest success of pay for performance in the public sector. 

 The example of Weibel et al. (2010) does not stand on its own. A behavioral public 

administration approach has been used to study a variety of important societal issues. For 

instance, it has been used to analyze discrimination in the public sector (Hopkins, 1980; 

Jilke et al., 2018), red tape (Kaufmann & Feeney, 2014), corruption in the public sector 

(Olsen et al., 2019; White, 1999), climate change (Liu et al., 2017), and motivation and 

burnout of public employees (Bakker, 2015; Resh et al., 2018; Wright, 2014). 

 The first goal of this overview chapter is to provide a background on the 

development of the research field of behavioral public administration. The next section is 

devoted to this. It shows that various public administration scholars – including Simon 

(1947), Waldo (1965), Jones (2003), and Olsen (2015) – have stressed for connecting 

psychology and public administration. Yet until the early 2010s, public administration did 

not work systematically on this connection. This has changed profoundly, with the 

development of various overview articles (Battaglio et al., 2019; Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 

2017; Kasdan, 2019), dedicated special issues in general public administration journals 
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(James et al., 2017; Tummers et al., 2016), and the development of journals like the 

Journal of Behavioral Public Administration (Jilke et al., 2018). This is highly related to a 

parallel development of behavioral public policy scholarship (John & Stoker, 2019; Shafir, 

2013; Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). 

The second goal of this overview chapter is to show the potential of behavioral 

public administration. It shows that behavioral public administration can help in testing and 

extending psychological concepts and theories in political-administrative settings. For 

instance, Bellé et al. (2018) and Bækgaard (2017) tested to what extent prospect theory – 

developed by the psychologists Kahneman and Tversky (1979) - is applicable in political-

administrative settings. In addition, behavioral public administration can also test and 

extend theories from public administration. More specifically, it can help in exploring and 

testing the microfoundations of macro or meso level theories (Jilke, 2015b), such as 

theories on coproduction (Alford, 2009; for tests see Jakobsen & Andersen, 2013; Hattke & 

Kalucza, 2019), and isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; for tests see George et al., 

2019; Bellé et al., 2019). Furthermore, behavioral public administration can develop new 

theories and concepts. This has probably been less widespread than the previous two uses, 

but is nonetheless already apparent in for instance concepts such as Public Service 

Motivation (Perry, 1999), policy alienation (Tummers, 2012), and administrative burden 

(Herd &  Moynihan, 2019). Finally, behavioral public administration can help in tackling 

practical public problems, such as how to increase diversity in the public sector (Linos, 

2018) and how to get citizens to coproduce services with the state (Jakobsen & Andersen, 

2013). Combining insights from psychology and public administration with rigorous 

research designs can benefit to tackle practical public problems. 

The third goal is to highlight potential avenues for future research into behavioral 

public administration. It shows that it could pay to devote substantial attention to 
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cumulative knowledge in behavioral public administration, moving beyond single studies to 

truly large collaborations on important societal topics (see for instance in psychology Open 

Science Collaboration, 2015). In addition, it is also beneficial if behavioral public 

administration scholars broaden their methodological toolkit to answer different kinds of 

research questions, not only focusing on causal inference questions via experiments but 

also concerning description (for instance by using surveys, see Moynihan, 2018) and 

prediction (for instance by using machine learning, Anastasopoulos & Whitford, 2018). 

 

The Development of Behavioral Public Administration 

This section provides a background on the development of the research field of behavioral 

public administration (see for a detailed discussion Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2017). One of 

the most prominent advocates for a connection between public administration and 

psychology is Herbert Simon, who received The Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic 

Sciences, more commonly known as the Nobel Prize in Economics, in 1978. Simon 

received the Nobel Prize for his groundbreaking research into decision processes in 

economic organizations. Simon shows convincingly that we are not completely rational. He 

argues that in a world so rich of information and when so little time is available, it pays to 

be a so-called ‘satisficer’. Satisficing is a blend of the two words satisfy and suffice. 

Satisficers opt of what is ‘good enough’. This stands in contrast to people who aim to 

maximize. These ‘maximizers’ aim to fully consider all options, rate them, and then go for 

the best choice available. Maximizing can pay in terms of objective outcomes, but it does 

seem to come with a cost to well-being. Iyengar and colleagues (2006) compared choice-

making strategies of maximizers and satisficers. Maximizers are constantly looking for 

ways to improve their lives. They would probably agree with statements like “No matter 

how satisfied I am with my job, it’s only right for me to be on the lookout for better 
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opportunities” and “I never settle for second best”. Iyengar and colleagues measured to 

what extent students were maximizers or satisficers. They were then followed when they 

searched for jobs. The maximizing students were objectively better off: they landed jobs 

with 20% higher starting salaries. However, these students were less satisfied than 

satisficers with their jobs, and experienced more negative feelings during the job hunt.  

 The satisficing concept builds on insights from cognitive and social psychology. It 

is just one example of a more general vision that Simon had of the connection between 

public administration and psychology. Simon saw a large gap between the psychological 

knowledge about learning and choice processes and the type of knowledge that is needed 

for the formation of administrative theory. He therefore proposed to set a symbolic marking 

stone between psychology and public administration (Simon, 1955). At least scholars from 

both disciplines then knew about each other's existence and travelers could travel from one 

side to the other. 

After Simon's call for setting a marking stone (Olsen, 2015), several researchers 

undertook the journey. They departed from their own discipline and traveled to the other 

discipline. For instance, in an article in Public Administration Review, Buchanan (1974) 

combines theories from social psychology with insights from public and business 

administration to analyze why business executives consistently report more favorable 

attitudes toward their organizations than government managers. A few years later the same 

journal published a study that uses insights from developmental psychology an applied this 

to job and organizational satisfaction in the public sector (Schott, 1986). It shows that job 

satisfaction will steeply decline when people reach 41-45, as they will probably suffer from 

a mid-career crisis. In addition, in the Journal of Public Administration, Research and 

Theory, Bretschneider and Straussman (1992) use cognitive psychology to explain why 
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people are overconfident in assessing the underlying risk inherent in policy-relevant 

statistical estimates. 

Simon's call shows that the connection between public administration and 

psychology is not a fad or new-fashioned wish. Yet until a few years ago, public 

administration did not seem to work very systematically on this connection. There were 

some examples – as shown in the previous paragraph – but the connection was not strong.  

In an effort to deepen the dialogue between public administration and psychology, 

Grimmelikhuijsen, Olsen, Jilke, and Tummers developed an interdisciplinary field that 

combines insights from psychology and public administration (Grimmelikhijsen et al., 

2017). In line with ‘behavioral economics’, they called it "behavioral public 

administration". They explicitly do not argue for an overtake, but for an addition to public 

administration. Public administration remains an interdisciplinary discipline that uses 

insights from other disciplines, such as law, sociology, political science, and economics. 

Grimmelikhuijsen et al. (2017:46) define behavioral public administration as “the 

interdisciplinary analysis of public administration from the micro-level perspective of 

individual behavior and attitudes by drawing on recent advances in our understanding of 

the underlying psychology and behavior of individuals and groups.” They note that the 

definition has three main components. First, the unit of analysis are individuals and groups 

of citizens, employees, and managers within the public sector. Second, it emphasizes the 

behavior and attitudes of these people. Third, most importantly, it integrates insights from 

psychology and the behavioral sciences into the study of public administration. This means 

that behavioral public administration is not bound by its methods. Although many BPA 

studies use experiments, this is not a requirement at all. For instance, a recent study by 

Thomann et al. (2018) uses QCA and survey techniques, but can be qualified as a BPA 

study as it focuses on individual (here: teachers and healthcare professionals), analyzes 
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their attitudes (here: there attitudes towards a specific policy) and uses insights from public 

administration and psychology (here: respectively street-level bureaucracy and Herzberg’s 

motivation theory). Furthermore, studies that use experiments but do not substantively 

combine insights from public administration and psychology would not be qualified as 

BPA (for instance Porter & Rogowski, 2018).  

In their article in Public Administration Review (Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2017), 

they analyzed to what extent there was already a connection between the two disciplines. In 

the 1990s, there was only modest attention in public administration journals for theories 

and concepts from psychology. However, there is a distinct positive trend. The average 

number of articles using insights from psychology was steadily increasing . Public 

administration scholars increasingly used theories and concepts from psychology in a 

political-administrative setting. For instance, Bellé, Cantarelli, and Belardinelli (2018) 

analyze the applicability of the prospect theory (developed by the psychologists Kahneman 

and Tversky, 1979) in the context of the public sector (compare also Bækgaard, 2017 with 

Bellé et al., 2018 for boundary conditions). Psychologists also contribute to the debate. As 

an example, Tybur and Griskevicius (2013) show that public administrators who aim to 

change behavior – such as escalating violence – should use the deep-seated ancestral nature 

of humans, instead of ignoring it or working against it. Psychologists and public 

administration scholars also collaborate. Public administration scholar Brad Wright and 

psychologist Adam Grant (2010) for instance analyze the state of Public Service 

Motivation research and chart new directions for scholarship that complements and 

advances the field. 
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The Uses of Behavioral Public Administration 

The foregoing section discussed the development of behavioral public administration. This 

section looks at four potential ways in which behavioral public administration can be useful 

for science and society. These are: 1) testing and extending psychological methods and 

concepts, 2) testing and extending public administration methods and concepts, 3) 

developing new theories and concepts by combining psychology and public administration, 

and 4) tackling practical public problems. To illustrate these uses, this section provides 

various examples, and discuss one key example for each use at length. 

 

Testing and Extending Psychological Concepts and Theories 

Behavioral public administration can help in testing and extending psychological concepts 

and theories in political-administrative settings. A behavioral public administration 

approach has been used to analyze key psychological theories such as motivated reasoning 

(Bækgaard & Serritzlew, 2016; James & Van Ryzin, 2016) and the theory of planned 

behavior (Kroll, 2015). Moreover, psychological and public administration theories have 

also been integrated, such as when Bakker (2015) connected the job-demands resources 

theory – coming from work and organizational psychology – with the public administration 

concept of Public Service Motivation. In order to illustrate how a behavioral public 

administration approach can help in testing and extending psychological concepts and 

theories, this subsection details how the choice overload hypothesis, a key psychological 

theory, can be tested and extended in political-administrative settings.  

 Psychologists Iyengar and Lepper (2000) proposed the choice overload hypothesis, 

which states that the provision of extensive choices may be seen as initially desirable, but 

proves to be unexpectedly demotivating in the end. Choice can become too much of a good 

thing. As the French say: "Trop de choix tue le choix": too many choices kill the choice. 
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Iyengar and Lepper conducted a number of experiments to analyze whether and if so, at 

what point, adding choices backfires. They among else found that people are more likely to 

purchase gourmet jams or chocolates when they were offered a limited array of 6 choices 

rather than 24 or 30 choices. They were also more satisfied with their choice in the 

condition when they only had 6 choices. This goes against rational choice theory, were 

more options would always be better. 

 Behavioral public administration scholars have tested and extended the choice 

overload hypothesis in political-administrative settings. For instance, Jilke et al. (2015) 

analyze to what extent the choice overload hypothesis is applicable in public services. They 

note that there has been a push to liberalize the provision of core public services, such as 

education and health care, and this would create more choice and competition, and 

hopefully higher quality services at lower costs. This aligns with New Public Management 

doctrines (Hood, 1991). A core example is electricity provision. This was previously often 

state-owned or a state-regulated monopoly. Citizens then by definition had no choice. In the 

21st century, the market has been deregulated in many countries. Jilke and his colleagues 

provide the example of the State of New York, where people had around 41 electricity 

providers available to choose from.  

 They test and extend the choice overload hypothesis by investigating how 

increasing the number of electricity providers affects people’s motivation to switch 

providers after service failures. In two experiments, they show that people are less willing 

to switch from poor performing providers if there are a large number of providers. This is 

in line with the choice overload hypothesis. In addition, they also add to theory 

development by showing that it is applicable in important service delivery settings. Much 

choice overload studies analyzed quite simple decisions for private goods, such as jams or 

chocolate. Instead, Jilke et al. analyze whether is also holds for a core public service – 
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electricity – that is probably quite a bit more important than buying a particular type of jam. 

Moreover, in a related study on the mobile telephony market, Jilke (2015a:77) shows that 

especially the less educated can be worse off if there is too much choice, noting that “once 

the number of service providers reaches a threshold of eight service providers, less 

educated service users become less likely to switch.” This also adds to the literature by 

showing how different types of citizens are affected by increased choice. 

 

Testing and Extending Public Administration Theories 

The previous subsection shows how a behavioral public administration approach can be 

used to test and extend psychological theories to study topics of interest to public 

administration. In addition, behavioral public administration scholars are also testing and 

extending theories from public administration.  Core public administration theories and 

concepts that have been studied using a behavioral public administration approach include 

accountability (Schillemans, 2016), representative bureaucracy (Riccucci et al., 2016; Van 

Ryzin et al., 2017; Bækgaard & George, 2018), bureaucratic reputation (Lee & Van Ryzin, 

2019), red tape (DeHart-Davis & Pandey, 2005), and discretion (Thomann et al., 2018). 

This subsection highlights how one core meso-level theory – isomorphism – can be 

analyzed using a behavioral public administration approach.  

 Isomorphism is derived from the Greek ‘isos’ (identical) and ‘morphe’ (form) (Bellé 

et al., 2019). For instance, Fay and Zavattaro (2016) shows how isomorphic forces work in 

higher education. When one university innovates via a branding initiative, other universities 

will feel pressure to adopt similar innovations. In a seminal article, DiMaggio and Powell 

(1983) make a distinction between three mechanisms that result in homogeneity across 

organizations: coercive isomorphism, mimetic isomorphism, and normative isomorphism. 
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 Coercive isomorphism is the pressure on organizations from other actors on which 

the organization depends. A clear example of coercive isomorphism are central exams. If a 

country adopts central exams, this means that schools are required to attend to certain 

guidelines such as prescribed by the Ministry of Education. Schools will therefore become 

more homogeneous. 

 Not all institutionalization processes stem from coercive isomorphism. Uncertainty 

is also an important cause why organizations look more like each other. Mimetic 

isomorphism is a standard response to uncertainty. When goals of organizations are 

ambiguous – as is the case in many public organization (Chun & Rainey, 2005) – 

organizations can start to imitate other organizations. 

 A third source of isomorphism is normative isomorphism. This happens when 

professionalization pressures ensure that organizations resemble each other. Organizations 

look more alike because they employ people who are professionalized in the same way, 

belong to similar professional associations, and use similar accreditation mechanisms.  

 Bellé and colleagues (2019) note that disentangling these three types of 

isomorphism is difficult, as they often co-occur in real-life settings. They therefore 

disentangle these three types in a hypothetical setting and test whether public sector 

employees workers make managerial decisions on the grounds of technical superiority or as 

the result of exposure to isomorphic pressures. They conducted eight survey vignette 

experiments trials with over 700 public employees to test whether and to what extent 

isomorphic pressures affect decision making.  

 They found that when asked to choose between two equally performing systems, 

public employees in their sample were inclined to favor the alternative that was encouraged 

by either a coercive, a mimetic, or a normative pressure. There were no clear differences 

between the types of isomorphism. More importantly, employees gave in to isomorphic 
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pressures, even when it was clear that the encouraged option was inferior to alternatives. 

This provides a microfoundation to a meso-level theory. In addition, Bellé et al. showed 

that isomorphic pressures could also be neutralized. When employees had evaluated the 

inferiority of the ‘isomorphic’ option with numerical data - rather than through a textual 

prompt— they no longer followed the crowd. In these instances, isomorphic pressures were 

neutralized. This adds to the literature in showing ways in which public organizations can 

inoculate themselves against isomorphic pressures.  

 

Developing New Theories and Concepts 

As the examples in the two previous subsections show, behavioral public administration 

scholars test and extend theories and concepts from psychology and public administration. 

In addition, these scholars also integrate insights from psychology and public 

administration to develop new theories and concepts. Examples include the development of 

the theory of authority (Barnard, 1938), Public Service Motivation theory (Perry, 2000; 

Vandenabeele et al., 2018), and administrative leadership (Van Wart, 2003). This section 

discusses the concept of coping during public service delivery in detail, given that the 

combination of psychology and public administration was very clear when developing the 

concept. 

Building upon the seminal work “street-level bureaucracy” by Lipsky (1980), 

Tummers et al. (2015) note that public service providers – including teachers, social 

workers and physicians - often experience stress in their work. Various public 

administration scholars have investigated how public service providers cope with this stress 

and how this affects their clients. However, a proper conceptualization is lacking. For 

instance, scholars use different terms for the same phenomenon, such as "strategies of 

survival" and "approaches". There is no clear definition and demarcation of the coping 
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concept. It varies from working overtime, to drinking a bottle of wine every night, to 

becoming aggressive towards citizens. 

 Tummers et al. (2015) aimed to define and conceptualize coping during public 

service delivery. To achieve this, they combine insights on coping from clinical psychology 

(particularly the definition by Lazarus, 1966 and the category system by Skinner et al., 

2003) and public administration (particularly the focus on client-oriented coping by Lipsky, 

1980 and the field work by Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003). They define coping 

during public service delivery as behavioral efforts frontline workers employ when 

interacting with clients, in order to master, tolerate or reduce external and internal demands 

and conflicts they face on an everyday basis. In addition, they highlight three different 

“families” of coping during public service delivery. First, public service providers can 

"move towards” clients. An example is a teacher who will work even harder when faced 

with work pressure, as otherwise her students may suffer. In the short term, this may be 

good for the students, but in the longer term she may burn out from regular overwork (Van 

Loon et al., 2015). Second, public service providers may “move away” from clients. An 

example is rationing. This can be done by denying access to public services, for instance by 

stating: “the office is very busy today, please return tomorrow”. Third, public service 

workers may “move against” clients. This can be done when public service workers rigidly 

follow rules or even become aggressive towards clients.  

 The work by Tummers et al. (2015) moves coping during public service delivery 

from a sensitizing to a more definitive concept (Blumer, 1954). This helps in building upon 

each other’s work, for instance by studying the same concept in different sectors or 

countries. This can be seen by studies that use the new conceptualization (Rayner & 

Lawton, 2018; Savi & Cepilovs, 2017). 
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Tackling Practical Public Problems 

Testing and extending psychological and public administration theories and concepts as 

well as developing new theories and concepts can be beneficial for the scholarly discipline 

of public administration. In addition, behavioral public administration can also help in 

tackling practical public problems. Its combination of using insights from psychology and 

public administration with a strong experimental methodology can help tackling practical 

public problems. This does of course not deny the value of other methodological 

approaches (Zhu et al., 2019), and behavioral public administration scholars do not solely 

rely on experimental research designs (for instance Thomann, 2018). A behavioral public 

administration approach has been used to study tackle practical public problems such as 

finding employment for welfare benefit claimants (Sanders & Kirkman, 2019), increasing 

coproduction of citizens (Jakobsen & Andersen, 2013), and how to motivate public 

employees (Bellé, 2015). More generally, the societally relevant literature on nudges 

(Thaler & Sunstein, 2008) can be linked to behavioral public administration (for instance 

Battaglio et al., 2019; Hallsworth et al., 2018; Thomann, 2018). 

This chapter highlights the value of a behavioral public administration approach to 

tackle one pivotal public problem: diversity. Managing diversity has been a key priority for 

public administrators in the past decades (Riccucci, 2018). To address this issue, Linos 

(2018) analyzes how the public sector can increase diversity when hiring police officers. To 

analyze why people do or do not apply for public sector jobs, she uses key theories from 

psychology, including stereotype threat (Steele, 1997) and self-determination theory (Ryan 

& Deci, 2000). Furthermore, she uses key public administration concepts, most notably 

Public Service Motivation (Perry & Hondeghem, 2018). 

In a field experiment in collaboration with the police department in Chattanooga, 

Tennessee, she analyzes how sending various types of postcards could encourage people to 
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apply to the police force. All postcards had some common characteristics that are 

potentially increasing applications: they were personalized (including the name of the 

sender and receiver) and had a photo and signature of a black male police officer. The 

postcards also differed by highlighting various aspects of the job, such as that police 

officers can make a difference in society (Service postcard), that police work was 

challenging (Challenge postcard), that police work would be meaningful for you and your 

community (Impact postcard), and that joining the police means you opt for a career and 

not ‘just a job’ (Career postcard).  

Linos found that people who received a postcard were significantly more likely to 

apply for a police job, as compared to people in the control group who received nothing. 

More importantly, the results show that the ‘Service’ postcard (related to Public service 

motivation, PSM) was ineffective at attracting candidates that would not have applied 

anyway. Rather, messages that focus on the personal benefits of applying to the job—either 

emphasizing the challenge of the job (Challenge postcard) or the career benefits (Career 

postcard)—are three times as effective at getting people to apply. The Impact postcard was 

not really impactful. Career and challenge messages were particularly effective for people 

of color and for women, which supports the goal to increase diversity of applicants. This 

experiment shows how psychological and public administration theories can be rigorously 

tested in real life settings. It also shows the results can also be quite unexpected, as many 

people may at first hand might have estimated that Public Service Motivation messages 

would be quite effective. Linos convincingly shows that this is not the case.  

 

Future Research in Behavioral Public Administration 

In the coming years, a behavioral public administration will hopefully continue to help in 

furthering scientific progress and tackle important societal issues, including reducing 
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administrative burden for citizens (Herd & Moynihan, 2019), reducing discrimination in 

public services (Andersen & Guul, 2019), and improving sustainability (Preuss & Walker, 

2011). In this final section, future research lines are indicated that can further strengthen the 

field. 

 First, it could pay to devote substantial attention to ‘cumulative’ knowledge in 

behavioral public administration. Many studies in (behavioral and non-behavioral) public 

administration are still one shot studies that do not build neatly on the work of others. They 

use for instance slightly different concepts, different operationalizations, and different 

methods, as the example on coping during public service delivery showed. This makes it 

hard to build up each other’s work. There are however exceptions. One of the prime 

examples is the work on Public Service Motivation. Scholars collaborate intensively when 

studying this concept, and truly build upon each other’s work (for instance Kim et al., 

2012). Other areas where such collaborations and even replications (Walker et al. 2019) 

occur are in the field of coproduction (Andersen et al., 2019), representative bureaucracy 

(Riccucci et al., 2016; Van Ryzin et al., 2017) and performance information (George et al., 

2017). It would be beneficial if scholars started to build more upon each other’s work, so 

that the validity of theories and its boundary conditions can be established. Large scale 

collaborations could be helpful in this regard (for instance multi-lab replications, Simons et 

al., 2014). 

Highly related to the notion cumulative knowledge is to systematically link macro 

and micro perspectives (see also Jilke, 2018). In other words, how does the institutional 

context affect individual and group attitudes and behavior? When scholars and practitioners 

are interested in behavior and not in attitudes, it would also be beneficial to measure ‘real’ 

behavior, and not intended behavior, given that the gap between intentions and behavior is 

not negligible (Sheeran, 2002). Connecting the institutional context with individual and 
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group attitudes and behavior can highlight the boundary conditions of psychological and 

public administration theories and maybe uncover invariant laws (Simon, 1990). This is 

crucial for a context-rich field like public administration. There are some studies that 

explicitly connected macro and micro perspectives (for instance Baekgaard, 2017; 

Baekgaard et al., 2017; Jilke et al., 2018; Villadsen & Wulff, 2018). However, these studied 

are still one-shot, and it would be beneficial to test boundary conditions by using the same 

design in various institutional contexts and on a larger scale.  

 In addition to developing cumulative knowledge and linking macro and meso 

perspectives, it is also beneficial to broaden the field in terms of methods. Most studies in 

behavioral public administration have used experiments (but see for exceptions Thomann et 

al., 2019; Miao et al., 2019). However, generally speaking the choice of a method depends 

on the research question. The use of experiments is a positive development as they are the 

‘gold standard’ for research questions dealing with causal inference, for instance when we 

want to study the impact of leadership training on motivation of public employees (Jensen 

et al., 2019). However, public administration scholars and practitioners are not only 

interested in causal inference. It can also be very important to know for instance how large 

a problem is, such as the problem of corruption or discrimination in the public sector in a 

specific country. Here, survey techniques that aim to limit social desirability can be used 

(Rosenfeld et al., 2016). Behavioral public administration scholars have used such 

techniques to a lesser extent (but see Bromberg et al., 2018). In addition, some societal 

problems are not about causality or description, but about prediction. For instance, what are 

the chances that a defendant will flee or commit a (new) crime? Here, machine learning 

techniques are useful, as illustrated by the impressive study of Kleinberg and colleagues 

(2017) on jail-or-release decisions by judges. Behavioral public administration scholars are 

just starting to use such techniques (for instance Anastasopoulos & Whitford, 2018). 
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Concluding, improving the connection between public administration and 

psychology is not a fad or new-fashioned wish. Starting with Simon (1947), various 

scholars have repeatedly stressed that psychology and public administration should be well-

connected. Little has happened for a long time, but from the 2010s onwards, because of 

among else the rise of behavioral public administration (Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2017), a 

larger group of scholars and practitioners combine insights from public administration and 

psychology. They use, extend, and combine theories, concepts, and methods from the two 

disciplines. Furthermore, this connection can also be beneficial for practice (see for 

instance Hallsworth et al., 2018). 

 

Further Readings  
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