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Abstract: Behavioral public administration is the analysis of public administration from the micro-level perspective of
individual behavior and attitudes by drawing on insights from psychology on the behavior of individuals and groups.

The authors discuss how scholars in public administration currently draw on theories and methods from psychology
and related fields and point to research in public administration that could benefit from further integration. An
analysis of public administration topics through a psychological lens can be useful to confirm, add nuance ro, or extend

classical public administration theories. As such, behavioral public administration complements traditional public

administration. Furthermore, it could be a two-way street for psychologists who want to test the external validity of

their theories in a political-administrative setting. Finally, four principles are proposed to narrow the gap between

public administration and psychology.

Practitioner Points

* The aim of this article is to deepen the dialogue between public administration and psychology by outlining
a distinct approach in public administration that integrates the two fields of study: bebavioral public

administration.

* Behavioral public administration can be beneficial for practitioners as it aims to bring psychological insights

into the practice of public administration.

¢ In addition, behavioral public administration can be beneficial for practitioners as it brings public
administration insights into debates dominated by psychologists or behavioral scientists. For instance,

scholars have used public administration theories to critique the nudge movement in government. Such

endeavors are valuable as these do not take psychology at face value but explicitly connect it with theory and

practice within public administration.

minent public administration scholars,

such as Herbert Simon and Dwight Waldo,

have repeatedly stressed the importance
of psychological research for the study of public
administration (Simon 1947a, 1965, 1979; Waldo
1948, 1965). Simon even stated that “[f]or the
man who wishes to explore the pure science of
administration, it will dictate at least a thorough
grounding in social psychology” (1947b, 202).
Despite these early calls to integrate the two fields
of study and the inherent interdisciplinary nature
of public administration (Raadschelders 2011),
public administration scholars have partly neglected
theories and methods from psychology (Jones
2003). If we look at neighboring disciplines such as
economics, political science, and management studies,
psychological research has had a much more profound
impact within those fields of inquiry. This is reflected
in the emergence of psychology-informed subfields
such as political psychology (e.g., McDermott 2004),
behavioral economics (e.g., Mullainathan and Thaler

2000), and industrial and organizational psychology
(e.g., Cascio 1995).

Public administration scholars have recently begun
borrowing and extending theories from the field

of psychology. This includes studies on core public
administration topics such as public leadership and
motivation (Bellé 2015), transparency (de Fine

Licht 2014; Grimmelikhuijsen and Meijer 2014),
public service competition and choice (Jilke 2015),
performance information (Backgaard and Serritzlew
2016; James 2011; Olsen 2015a), and trust of civil
servants (Van Ryzin 2011). At the same time, the
methodological toolkit of public administration
scholars is becoming more informed by developments
within psychology, for instance, by using experimental
methods (Bouwman and Grimmelikhuijsen 2016;
Margetts 2011) and measurement techniques (e.g.,
Kim et al. 2013; Perry 1996; Tummers 2012). But
this is not a one-way street. Some psychologists

are explicitly connecting their theories to the
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field of public administration, such as through articles in Public
Administration Review (Tybur and Griskevicius 2013; Wright and
Grant 2010). For instance, Bakker (2015) applied insights from
organizational psychology to the topic of public service motivation
by showing how it can be connected with the job demands—
resources model. As we will show later in a content analysis of three
highly ranked journals in public administration, between 3 percent
and 11 percent of all published articles are informed by psychology,
a share that has been increasing in recent years. There is potential
for cross-fertilization between public administration and psychology.

Although this article is primarily aimed at the scholarly community,
practitioners in public administration use and benefit from insights
from psychology as well (e.g., Thaler and Sunstein 2008). In the
United Kingdom, a Behavioral Insights Team was created by the
Cabinet Office, and in the United States, President Barack Obama
established a White House Social and Behavioral Sciences Team.
The idea is that policy makers acknowledge the bounded rationality
and cogpnitive limitations that citizens have and use psychological
insights to encourage desired behavior.

These developments in science and policy may signal the emergence
of a psychology-informed approach to public administration. Public
administration scholars and practitioners can

behaviors of individual clients or citizens who are more likely

to view the bureaucracy as legitimate and trustworthy if they

feel represented. Many theories in public administration rest

on such microfoundations of individual attitudes and behavior
(Jilke 2015). To test these assumptions, insights from the field

of psychology are beneficial. We argue that the role of behavioral
public administration would be to ensure that public administration
research has an ongoing dialogue with psychology on the theories
and methods relevant to administrative-political settings.

An example of such a dialogue is the use of the concept of negativity
bias in public administration to develop theories about blame
avoidance among policy makers (Weaver 1986). Theories on blame
avoidance are widely used today outside of public administration,
including in political psychology (Soroka 2014). This highlights the
two-way street that we envision behavioral public administration

to be: public administration scholars should not just uncritically
and passively adopt psychological theories but also should push
theoretical ideas to other fields.

To further this line of research, this article outlines a behavioral
approach to public administration by presenting and connecting
four analyses. First, we review the historical background on a
closer bond between public administration

use theories and methods from psychology,
and psychologists, in turn, can learn from
political-administrative contexts to refine
their theories and methods (Olsen 2015b).
In chis article, we aim to deepen the
dialogue between public administration and
psychology by outlining a distinct approach
in public administration that integrates

both fields of study: behavioral public

We aim to deepen the dialogue
between public administration
and psychology by outlining
a distinct approach in public
administration that integrates

both fields of study: behavioral

public administration.

and psychology and conduct a quantitative
analysis of the application of psychology-
informed research published in three

public administration journals: Public
Administration Review (PAR), the Journal of
Public Administration Research and Theory
(JPART), and Public Administration (PA).
Second, we draw lessons from neighboring
fields, specifically, political psychology and

administration.

We describe 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. This definition has three main components:
(1) individuals and groups of citizens, employees, and managers
within the public sector are the unit of analysis; (2) it emphasizes

the behavior and attitudes of these people; and, most importantly,
(3) it does so by integrating insights from psychology and the
behavioral sciences into the study of public administration. By micro
level, we mean that the unit of analysis focuses on psychological
processes within or between individuals—what psychologists call
intra- and intersubjectivity. The micro level is typically embedded
within the meso (e.g., organizational) and macro (e.g., institutional
roles) levels (Klein and Kozlowski 2000). In short, behavioral public
administration studies the behavioral microfoundations of public
administration through theories developed in psychology and the
behavioral sciences more broadly (Jilke 2015).

One interesting example of such work related to behavioral public
administration is a recent experimental study of the theory of
representative bureaucracy by Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and Lavena
(2014; see also Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and Li 2016). The idea is
that a representative bureaucracy influences the motivations and
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behavioral economics, which have witnessed a
similar development in the recent past. Third, we show, using recent
examples of the application of psychological theories and methods
in public administration, how a behavioral approach might help
add nuance to, support, or criticize theories in our field (de Fine
Licht 2014; Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and Lavena 2014; see also Smith
2016). Fourth and finally, we conclude with an agenda comprising
four guiding principles to further develop a behavioral approach to
public administration.

The overall aim of this article is not to offer a definitive template for
a behavioral public administration. Rather, we envision this article
as a starting point for a dialogue about the role of a behavioral
approach within public administration scholarship. How could, or
should, a behavioral public administration look? How does it relate
to and complement traditional public administration scholarship?
We call on fellow scholars to join the debate.

A Reemerging Call for Integrating Public Administration
and Psychology

Before outlining how public administration research may benefit
from psychology, it is worth showing how this idea is rooted in the
concepts of early public administration scholarship. We do not have
to search long or in obscure corners of our field: discussions about
the cross-fertilization of the two disciplines were central to many
seminal figures in public administration scholarship.



The most obvious early attempt can be found in Herbert Simon’s
seminal work Administrative Behavior (Simon 1947a). Today,
Simon’s scholarship is mostly credited with introducing the concepts
of bounded rationality and satisficing into the study of public
administration (e.g., Meier 2015). While these concepts clearly
draw on insights from cognitive and social psychology, they are
just examples of how Simon envisioned a much more general and
tight integration between the two fields. In his Nobel Prize speech
0f 1978, he cited how his 1947 book grew out of the conviction
“that decision making is the heart of administration, and that the
vocabulary of administrative theory must be derived from the logic

and psychology of human choice” (Simon 1978, 353).

Simon reiterated this view in an exchange with Robert Dahl (1947)

in Public Administration Review over the fundamentals of public
administration as a science (Simon 1947b). While Simon and Dahl
disagreed on a range of issues, they both acknowledged the importance
of understanding human behavior in public administration. For
instance, Dahl noted that a science of public administration must be
based on an “understanding of man’s behavior in the area marked off
by the boundaries of public administration” (1947, 7). He therefore
argued that public administration must work together closely

with fields that focus on human behavior in other areas, including

psychology and sociology (see also Wright 2015, 797).

Simon’s sentiment reflects the idea that public administration is
subordinate to psychology, as administrative

on for adopting psychological public opinion research in public
administration (Truman 1945, 69). Frederick Mosher (1956, 178),
for instance, discussed the role of public administration in relation
to other social sciences and pointed out that there should be more
interaction between them, in particular public administration and
the field of psychology. Along the same lines, scholars in the 1950s
and 1960s argued for a tighter integration of the fields (e.g., Honey
1957; Verba 1961). Yet, until recently, these calls have been largely
unheard.

Recent Developments in the Use of Psychology in Public
Administration

The aforementioned calls illustrate how ideas about the connection
between public administration and psychology were part of early
discussions about the foundations of public administration.

In order to systematically assess the extent of recent psychology-
informed public administration research, we conducted a systematic
analysis of all articles published in three top-tier journals in the
field of public administration—~Public Administration Review,
Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, and Public
Administration—from 1996 to 2015. We chose to analyze 20
years given that this is a substantial time frame that is sufficient
to identify potential trends in public administration research.
Furthermore, there was also a more pragmatic reason, as the
Scopus database only allows word searching within the body text
and references from 1996 and onward.

decision making must be studied as a special
case of the many forms of decision making
studied by psychologists. Thus, one of the
founding fathers of contemporary public
administration saw the field as, ideally, an
applied subfield within social psychology.
However, Simon also noted that public
administration cannot merely be a passive user

While Simon and Dahl
disagreed on a range of issues,
they both acknowledged the
importance of understanding
human behavior in public
administration.

Furthermore, even for some years after 1996,
the Scopus database seems incomplete,

and therefore the total number of articles
reported here may not completely reflect the
total number of articles published in each
journal. However, for our purpose, the data
are suitable to provide an overview of the
development in psychology informed public

of psychology but must aim to also contribute
to it (Simon 1947b, 203). A decade later,
Simon still saw a great distance between public administration and
psychology, and he recognized that psychology also could learn
something from public administration and thus a “a marking stone
placed halfway between might help travelers from both directions
to keep to their courses” (Simon 1955, 100). In other words, Simon
envisioned a two-way street between the two fields.

Simon and Dahl were not the only prominent public administration
scholars interested in psychology. In The Administrative State,
published in 1948, Dwight Waldo, who in the 1960s spearheaded
the “behavioral revolution” in political science, discussed the
connection between public administration and psychology. He
noted how psychologists see “that man is in small part rational”
(Waldo 1948, 25) but rather is motivated by emotional drives
and urges. Despite this, he also notes that public administration
has been “little touched” by ideas from psychology (Waldo 1948,
25). Waldo (1965) subsequently evaluated the extent to which
psychological insights had penetrated public administration and
came to a similar conclusion.

Calls for integrating insights from psychology into public
administration extend beyond Simon and Waldo. Some argued early

administration research over time.

A total of 1,807 articles were published in PAR. Among these
articles, we identified 216 articles containing the word “psychology”
in either the title, abstract, body text, or references. This amounts to
about 12 percent of all articles. Based on our reading of the articles,
we identified which ones made substantial use of psychology (e.g.,
by using various psychological theories). The coding identified 63
psychology-informed articles, which amounts to 3.5 percent of the
full body of articles in the 20-year period. As shown in figure 1, the
share of psychology-informed articles is mostly driven by an increase
over the last six years. Fitting a trend line to the data reveals about

a 0.4 percentage point increase in the share of psychology-informed
articles for each additional year (p<.01). The mean share of articles
for the last six years has more than quadrupled compared with the
mean in the period from 1996 to 2009 (p<.01).

The manual coding also included the area of research in public
administration. We categorized the articles based on the public
administration categories developed by Groeneveld et al. (2015).
Most of the articles (52/63 =83 percent) focused on the broad
category of public management, for instance, articles on public
service motivation and leadership. A smaller share analyzed topics
related to policy and politics (11 percent) or looked at networks and
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Figure 1 “Behavioral Public Administration” in Public Administration Review, 1996-2015

Note: Psychologically informed articles (n=63) as a share of all articles published during the time frame (n=1,807).
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Figure 2 “Behavioral Public Administration” in Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 1996-2015

Note: Psychology-informed articles (n=74) as a share of all articles published during the time frame (n=650).

complex governance (6 percent), which is quite remarkable given lower, the absolute number of psychology-informed articles is about

the large share of such studies in general public administration. the same because PAR is published more frequently: every two
months instead of every three months.

In addition, we found that a substantial share drew on industrial

and organizational psychology (38 percent), social psychology (35 Figure 2 shows the share of psychology-informed articles in JPART

percent), or a combination of industrial, organizational, and social over time. While the trend is upward sloping, a simple fit line does

psychology (19 percent). A far smaller share used insights from not show a significant increase in the share (p=.12).

cognitive psychology (6 percent). Only one study (2 percent),

written by the psychologists Tybur and Griskevicius (2013), drew We identified 836 published articles in P4, of which 5 percent were

substantially on evolutionary psychology. categorized as psychology-informed. The development is shown in
figure 3. Fitting a trend line across time, we observe a significant

In /PART, a total of 650 articles were increase in the share of psychology-informed

published from 1996 to 2015, among which articles (p<.01).

we identified 74 as psychologically informed

Using psychological insights

can be beneficial to our

(see Tummers et al. 2016). This amounts to . . In sum, we find that psychology-informed
11.4 percent of all published articles, which under. Standlng of various research constitutes a rather small but

is about three times the rate we identified important Phenomena in pUth increasing share of published research. We
in PAR. However, it should be noted that administration research and also find notable variation in the extent of
these percentages do not tell the whole story. practice. this research across the three journals. The
Although the percentage of PAR articles is research is focused on a few areas of public
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Figure 3 “Behavioral Public Administration” in Public Administration, 1996-2015

Note: Psychologically informed articles (n=42) as a share of all articles published during the time frame (n=836).

administration (especially public personnel). This means that a
psychology-informed approach of public administration is on the rise,
but there may be room for extension. This is not to say there should
be more psychology in public administration research just for the sake
of it. Yet, as we aim to demonstrate in this article, using psychological
insights can be beneficial to our understanding of various important
phenomena in public administration research and practice.

The Role of Psychology in Neighboring Disciplines

We next describe how two neighboring disciplines, political
science and economics, have integrated psychology into their
disciplines and developed psychology-informed subfields. Political
psychology and behavioral economics have used psychology in very
distinct ways. It is valuable to observe these differences to see how
a behavioral approach to public administration can learn from this
and avoid potential pitfalls.

Political Psychology

The study of individual-level political behavior is one of the key
topics in contemporary political science and developed gradually
during the twentieth century. Seminal work in this area can be
traced to the 1930s, such as Harold Lasswell’s Psychopathology and
Politics (1930) (see also Ascher and Hirschfelder-Ascher 2005).
Subsequently, the “behavioral turn” in political science during the
1950s and 1960s (see Dahl 1961) shifted the focus of political
researchers to the empirical analysis of political phenomena at

the individual level; the integration of psychological theories into
the study of political behavior only happened decades after. The
emergence of the interdisciplinary subfield of political psychology
has gained prominence in the period since the 1980s (Lavine 2010).
Contemporary political psychology emphasizes the intertwined
nature of politics and psychology, whereby the study of political
psychology can be regarded as an interdisciplinary field that
considers political behavior from a psychological perspective (e.g.,
Lau and Redlawsk 2006; Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1993).

The field of political psychology has grown tremendously in past
years, reflected in the establishment of its own journal (Political
Psychology) and a great share of political psychological studies
appearing in the flagship journals of the discipline (e.g., Kuklinski,
Luskin, and Bolland 1991; Petersen and Aarge 2013). The two

editions of the Oxford Handbook of Political Psychology (Huddy,
Sears, and Levy 2013; Sears, Huddy, and Jervis 2003) neatly
illustrate this trend.

An example of the application of psychological research to political
behavior is the study of the theory of motivated reasoning (Taber
and Lodge 2006). Motivated reasoning is a type of cognitive
dissonance reduction: people try to conform to their prior held
values and beliefs when making decisions (see Festinger 1957).
Sloothuus and de Vreese (2010) studied political sponsorship of
issue frames—for example, party statements about certain policy
areas in newspaper articles—using two population-based survey
experiments. They found that citizens tend to vary their support

of the very same issue frame in accordance with its political
sponsorship, all other things being equal. In other words, people
respond differently to information about policy issues when it

is presented by the party they voted for than if the frame were
sponsored by another party. These findings are explained by arguing
that people try to ensure conformity with their prior vote choices by
adjusting their support for policies.

Political psychology has also employed insights from social
psychology to explain topics such as leadership behavior and
group processes in decision making (e.g., Golembiewski and
Miller 1980). For instance, Erisen and Erisen (2012) found that
close-knit social networks could create “social bubbles.” These
bubbles limit how one communicates with others and reasons
about politics, eventually declining the quality and breadth of
policy-relevant thinking. Another example involves the concept
of “groupthink,” which builds on psychological theories about
how individuals make decisions in groups (Janis 1972): a strong
desire for harmony and consensus, group insulation, and lack of
impartial leadership can cause a group of talented and experienced
political decision makers to make disastrous collective political

judgments (‘t Hart 1994).

In sum, in the neighboring field of political science, the integration
of psychological insights has led to theoretical advances in the areas
of, for instance, political decision making and motivated reasoning.
This subfield is characterized by a plurality of theories and methods
borrowed from psychology.
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Behavioral Economics

Psychological research now has a prominent place within behavioral
economics. A good example of this integration is the work of
psychologist Daniel Kahneman, who received the 2002 Nobel

Prize in Economic Sciences. As a psychologist by training and
highly regarded in both fields, he and his longtime collaborator
Amos Tversky became founding fathers of behavioral economics by
integrating insights from psychological decision-making theory into
individual market decisions and judgments. Their body of work
displays the limitations of neoclassical economics (e.g., Kahneman
2003; Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Tversky and Kahneman

1974, 1981) by highlighting limited selfishness, cognitive biases,
and bounded rationality of individuals in their decision making.

In other words, behavioral economists study individual market
behaviors by emphasizing how agents deviate from the neoclassical
conception of the rational man. Mullainathan and Thaler (2000)
put forward three categories for agents” deviations: (1) bounded
rationality and limited cognitive abilities, (2) bounded willpower,
and (3) limited self-interest and reciprocity.

An interesting example can be drawn from the area of charitable
giving. Ariely, Bracha, and Meier (2009) studied people’s responses
to monetary incentives using psychological motivation theory.
Neoclassical economic theory would assume that monetary
incentives steer agents to behave more prosocially. Building on
motivation-crowding theory (Frey 1997; Titmuss 1970), Ariely,
Bracha, and Meier hypothesized that increasing extrinsic types of
motivation can undermine individuals’ intrinsic motivation and
image motivations (the degree to which individuals are motivated by
others’ social approval). They found that private monetary rewards
indeed crowd out image motivation to behave prosocially. When
receiving financial rewards, the effect of “doing good” because

of social approval diminishes. This study highlights the fruitful
application of psychological theories in the realm of economic
behavior and beyond.

More generally, behavioral economics seems to have developed
differently from political psychology. Whereas behavioral economics
has a strong focus on theories from cognitive psychology and
cognitive biases to explain the nonrational decision making of
individual market agents, the political psychology subfield has
adopted a more pluralistic approach to integrating psychology into
political science.

Utilizing Experiences of Political Psychology and Behavioral
Economics

What can we learn from how these neighboring disciplines deal with
insights from psychology? Behavioral economics predominantly
shows that individual behavior in markets deviates from the
assumption of homo economicus, while political psychology uses
psychology to explain individuals’ political behavior instead of solely
examining institutions at the macro level. But both fields are similar
in that they show that there is much to learn from psychological
theories and have integrated this into their own field of study.

Both models of political psychology and behavioral economics are
useful for inspiring behavioral public administration. However, we
envision political science as more akin to the discipline of public
administration. Behavioral economics has focused on providing
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an alternative to the dominance of rational choice theory in
economics. Although the banner bebavioral public administration
may suggest otherwise, the pluralistic way political psychology has
developed may fit public administration scholarship better as it
embraces a broader range of psychological theories and methods.
This pluralistic approach reflects current research practice in
public administration, as we will describe in the remainder of this
article.

Behavioral Public Administration: Theory and Methods
We now shift our focus from how other fields have integrated
psychological theories into new subfields toward our own field. We
will show how behavioral public administration can be beneficial for
the theory and practice of public administration and how it can be
further developed theoretically and methodologically.

Theories for Behavioral Public Administration

A behavioral approach to public administration can be beneficial,
first, to connect grand macro-level theories with their micro-level
foundations. In this way, a behavioral public administration can
verify, falsify, or add nuance to claims made at the macro level and
thus refine institutional theories through the systematic testing of
their microfoundations (Jilke 2015; Stoker and Moseley 2010).
We will exemplify this by using examples to show how studies that
we would classify as belonging in the realm of a behavioral public
administration verify and add nuance to macro-level theories on
transparency and representative bureaucracy.

Transparency. The first example regards a micro-level test of
institutional theories of government transparency. Government
transparency is said to strengthen citizen trust and legitimacy (Hood
and Heald 2006). Being transparent shows that governments have
“nothing to hide” and provides citizens with information that helps
them better understand public processes of decision and policy
making. However, the positive impact of transparency on trust
might not be as straightforward as claimed, and recent research
suggests that the effects of transparency on citizen attitudes depend
on contextual and cultural factors (e.g., Grimmelikhuijsen and
Meijer 2014).

This is highlighted by a recent experimental study by de Fine
Licht (2014) that tested the micro-level underpinnings of the
relationship between government transparency and trust. De

Fine Licht used the psychological concept of “taboo trade-offs”
(Tetlock et al. 2000) to show how citizens respond more skeptically
to government decision-making transparency in areas that relate
to human life and death compared with less controversial areas.
According to this theory, human life and well-being are considered
“sacred” and cannot be traded off against “secular” values, such as
money. Government transparency can expose the decision making
of these trade-offs.

Participants who were exposed to decision making about a taboo
trade-off; such as traffic security, perceived the decision maker as
less legitimate than nontaboo decisions (such as those having to

do with parks and recreation). This illustrates that government
decisions about such trade-offs will encounter much more resistance
than trade-offs that do not violate this taboo (de Fine Licht 2014).
This example from transparency research exemplifies how the



integration of psychological theories can explain individual behavior
in a public administration context, and more importantly how it
can add nuance to macro-level theories. It shows that transparency
does not automatically lead to higher levels of trust, as assumed by
institutional theory, but is conditional on whether the decisions
concern controversial areas.

Representative Bureaucracy. A second example tests some of the
microfoundations of the theory of representative bureaucracy. The
idea behind this theory is that a representative composition of the
workforce of a bureaucracy in terms of gender and racial and ethnic
diversity can promote democracy in various ways. For instance,
Theobald and Haider-Markel (2009) highlighted that
representation makes bureaucracies more responsive and increases
government accountability. One of the key assumptions underlying
representative bureaucracy is symbolic representation.

According to Theobald and Haider-Markel, “with symbolic
representation, then, attitudes and outcomes can change

without any purposeful actions taken by the representatives

other than holding a government office or position” (2009, 410).
This means that having a more representative workforce should
have direct beneficial effects on how an audience perceives it.

public administration research. While our primary focus is on
experimentation and measurement techniques, we acknowledge
that the behavioral sciences draw on a much richer set of qualitative
and quantitative methods, including qualitative interviews, critical
incident analysis, and functional magnetic reasoning imaging.
Obviously, all of these methods are valuable.

Here we focus on the use of experiments and measurement for two
reasons. First, experimentation and, to a lesser extent, measurement
constitute the mainstream research methods in psychology, behavioral
economics, and other behavioral sciences. Second, they are still
relatively novel to the field of public administration. While we believe
that behavioral public administration can draw upon a variety of
research methods, here we provide an overview of these mainstream
methods used in the behavioral sciences, which could be beneficial in
the pursuit of a behavioral approach to public administration.

Experimentation. Public administration scholars have recently
started using experiments more frequently (Anderson and Edwards
2015; Bouwman and Grimmelikhuijsen 2016; Jilke, Van de Walle,
and Kim 2016). That being said, public administration today is far
from an experimental science on the same scale as psychology, where
thousands of experiments are published each

To test this foundation of representative
bureaucracy theory, Riccucci, Van Ryzin, and
Lavena (2014; see also Riccucci, Van Ryzin,
and Li 2016) designed an online survey
experiment. In this experiment, hypothetical
scenarios of police units were randomly
assigned to four experimental groups. The
scenarios varied in their levels of displayed
performance and representativeness (i.e.,
gender composition). For instance, in one
scenario, the organizational unit consisted of
a representative workforce of four males and
six females, whereas in another scenario this

While we are not favoring a
replacement of other social
science techniques by an
experimental logic, we argue
that it would constitute a
very useful addition in the
methodological toolbox of
scholars conducting behavio-
rally informed public adminis-
tration research.

year. While we are not favoring a replacement
of other social science techniques by an
experimental logic, we argue that it would
constitute a very useful addition in the
methodological toolbox of scholars conducting
behaviorally informed public administration
research. Indeed, methodological choices
depend on the research problem at hand but
also partly on the philosophical or
paradigmatic preferences of the researcher
(Haverland and Yanow 2012). Yet a behavioral
public administration with its explicit focus on
individuals is particularly well suited to

was very unequally distributed (nine males

and one female). After the experiment, participants were asked
about the trustworthiness, fairness, and performance of the police
unit. Findings show that a representative workforce is evaluated
more positively on trust, fairness, and performance. This effect
was even stronger for female participants. It confirms one of the
key micro-level assumptions of representative bureaucracy theory,
namely, that symbolic representation causes the audience to feel
that they are being represented, in this case women.

In sum, these two examples show how a behavioral approach to
public administration can add nuance to (transparency case) and
support (representative bureaucracy case) the microfoundations
of macro-level theories. It also shows that a behavioral public
administration cannot, and should not, replace “conventional”
public administration research, but it is complementary to it.

A Behavioral Approach to Public Administration and Research
Methods

Besides its theories, psychological research can also contribute to
the methodological development of public administration. We
emphasize two methodological contributions that research in
psychology can make to the conduct of behaviorally informed

applying an experimental approach.

The benefits of an experimental approach can be shown using a core
public administration topic: red tape. Red tape can be defined as
“rules, regulations and procedures that entail a compliance burden
without advancing the legitimate purposes they were intended

to serve” (Bozeman 2000, 12). In other words, these rules are
burdensome and have no added value. However, to investigate the
causal negative effects of red tape more precisely, an experimental
approach could be helpful (see also Pandey, Pandey, and Van Ryzin,
forthcoming). Comparisons between control and treatment groups
can determine what would have happened in the absence of red
tape (or lower degrees thereof), while the process of randomization
ensures the statistical equivalence of experimental subjects. An
interesting example here is the work of Scott and Pandey (2000).
They used an experimental design to address the impact of red tape
on bureaucratic behavior, such as recommending financial assistance
for a client. Their findings show that increasing levels of red tape
produce a reduction in benefits recommended for clients. A possible
implication is that comparable clients may be treated differentially
based on the level of red tape involved in the benefit determination
process. This illustrates how public administration scholars can
develop important practical and scientific insights using experiments.
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Despite its benefits, experimentation has its own potential pitfalls.
Without discussing them in great detail, one pitfall that public
administration scholars may want to avoid is experimentation
without replication (Bouwman and Grimmelikhuijsen 2016). This
would result in many “one-shot” experiments that are not (yet)
confirmed in other populations or contexts. This risk is currently
heavily debated extensively in the field of psychology (e.g., Nosek
etal. 2015), and it would be important to have these debates
about experiments in public administration as well. Here, potential
problems such as cross-replication nonequivalence (Jilke et al.
2016), or what empirically constitutes a (un)successful replication
(Gilbert et al. 2016), however, should be kept in mind.

Measurement. Paying attention to measurement bias in quantitative
research is an additional methodological opportunity that arises
when working toward a greater integration of psychology with public
administration. Measurement issues have been taken up by various
public administration scholars. For instance, articles have been
published regarding priming or order effects within scales (Van de
Walle and Van Ryzin 2011), cross-national measurement equivalence
(Jilke, Meuleman, and Van de Walle 2014; Kim et al. 2013), social
desirability bias (Kim and Kim 2016), common source bias (Favero
and Bullock 2015), and the use of language in item wording (Feeney
2012). However, it seems that the measurement quality of public
administration research can be strengthened further. For instance, a
recent review of the major public administration journals using the
total error framework by Lee, Benoit-Bryan, and Johnson (2012)
showed that many public administration studies are prone to various
measurement errors, such as questionnaire wording, social
desirability bias, overly complicated questions, data coding, and
estimation.

Although public administration scholars employ scales frequently,
these are often scales developed in other fields, such as organization
studies (e.g., Mowday, Steers, and Porter 1979; Van Dyne,
Graham, and Dienesch 1994; Wanous, Reichers, and Hudy
1997). They infrequently develop scales themselves, leaving some
important public administration concepts without thoroughly
tested measurement scales. Of course, there are exceptions, such as
policy alienation (Tummers 2012), administrators’ trust in citizens
(Yang 2005), public service motivation (Kim et al. 2013; Perry
1996), collaboration (Thomson, Perry, and Miller 2009), red tape
(Van Loon et al. 2016), and individual level of globalism (Adres,
Vashdi, and Zalmanovitch 2016). Hence, next to incorporating an
experimental logic, a greater emphasis on measurement can help a
behavioral public administration in making inferences that are also
comparable across studies and contexts.

and behavior of individuals. It is important to stress that behavioral
public administration is an approach that could function as a
transportation belt between some specialized topic of research

and a broader discipline. A behavioral approach could be useful

to make sure that public administration research has an ongoing
dialogue with psychology on the theories and methods relevant to
administrative settings. Our plea is therefore one of pluralism and
greater cooperation between public administration and psychology.

We envision the following four principles to further develop

the infusion and cross-fertilization of psychology and public
administration: (1) extending behavioral public administration to
more public administration topics, (2) methodological advancement,
(3) strengthening behavioral public administration as a mature
subfield, and (4) increasing value for public administration practice.

Extending Behavioral Public Administration to More Public
Administration Topics

Some areas of public administration research have already witnessed
an increase in research that could be placed under the banner of
behavioral public administration, mostly in public management-
related topics such as public service motivation and leadership.
Other areas could also benefit from a stronger connection with
psychology. For instance, topics related to policy and politics had a
much smaller share of psychology-informed articles in our review,
only 11 percent, and only 6 percent of the psychology-informed
articles in PAR were about networks and complex governance.

We envision a broad variety of other research questions in public
administration that can be addressed in the spirit of behavioral
public administration. Areas of investigation that currently consider
insights from psychology to a much lesser extent are, for instance,
e-government, network governance, street-level bureaucracy, the
relationship between elected officials and public administrators, and
accountability.

A major research question in e-government research, for instance,
concerns the effect of e-service delivery on citizen behavior and
atticudes (West 2004). This can be suited for behavioral public
administration as it directly concerns individual citizens’ attitudes
and behaviors in a public sector context. This also applies to studies
on network effectiveness research, which generally identify three
levels of analysis: community, network, and organization/participant
levels (Provan and Milward 2001). Especially for research questions
at the participant level, psychological theories about collaboration
and competition could help to better understand how and why
people in networks collaborate or why collaboration fails. Here,
one might think of psychological theories on

An Agenda for Developing a
Behavioral Public Administration
In this article, we have argued for a tighter
integration of psychology and public
administration. We defined behavioral
public administration as an approach that
is characterized by the interdisciplinary
analysis of public administration from

the perspective of individual behavior

and attitudes by drawing on insights and

Especially for research questions
at the participant level,
psychological theories about
collaboration and competition
could help to better under-
stand how and why people in
networks collaborate or why
collaboration fails.

groupthink in decision making (Janis 1972;
‘t Hart 1994) and group conflict (Curseu and
Schruijer 2010).

In addition, research questions in the study

of accountability that regard the effects of the
political environment on how accountability
operates could also benefit from insights from
the behavioral sciences (e.g., Schillemans
2015). For instance, psychologist Philip Tetlock

theories about the underlying psychology
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how individuals engage in more complex information processing
and elaborate justifying behavior if there is a hostile audience.
The application of these theories could be very useful for public
organizations who often operate in a hostile media environment.

Methodological Development

Next to using behavioral approaches in more areas of public
administration, behavioral public administration can also help in
the development of other research methods, such as functional
magnetic reasoning imaging, scale development, diary studies,

field experiments, laboratory experiments, and methods focused

on causal inference more widely. It could integrate methods and
research standards from psychology and psychology-informed fields
such as political psychology and behavioral economics.

But how can we foster this methodological broadening? One
possibility could be through increased training on methods within
graduate schools. Here, collaborations with psychology departments
or interdisciplinary method schools are interesting possibilities.
Moreover, interdisciplinary collaborations between scholars may
result in further learning about the use of other research techniques.
Another interesting option would be to expand the possibilities

for doctoral minors between public administration degrees and
psychology departments. Some schools already have such options
in place, but the offering of such option could be increased with
relative ease.

Reinforcing a Two-Way Street between Psychology and Public
Administration

We argued that public administration scholars could benefit from
integrating psychology-informed theories into their projects.

What does this imply for our research practice? First of all, it
implies an open attitude toward theories and methods that are not
initially developed for studying research questions that arise in

an administrative setting. Specifically, this entails that a research
project in behavioral public administration not only draws on the
best available knowledge within public administration but also
from state-of-the art knowledge from psychology. By studying
concepts derived from psychology in public administration settings,
behavioral public administration will also be better positioned to
provide constructive and critical contributions to psychology.

Yet “it takes two to tango,” and therefore behavioral public
administration should be a two-way street for scientific discovery
(Perry 2016; Simon 1955). Theories in psychology are often
backed by experiments conducted with a student sample in a
highly controlled environment such as the laboratory. A political-
administrative setting provides a real-life laboratory to study human
judgment and decision making in which the ecological validity

and practical implications of psychological theories can be tested.

psychologists have identified a “left-most digit bias” in humans’
processing of numbers, which posits that humans are overly
influenced by the digits they first encounter when relying on a
multidigit number (Hinrichs, Berie, and Mosell 1982). Public
administration research has also shown that politicians can actively
draw on citizens’ left-most digit bias in order to provide a more
favorable view of performance to the public (Olsen 2013). That

is, public administration provides psychology with novel ways

of linking micro-level processes to macro-level variation in how
politicians, managers, or organizations behave.

Increasing Value for Public Administration Practice

Finally, behavioral public administration can be beneficial for
practitioners, such as policy makers, public managers, and public
professionals. The gap between research and practice in public
administration has been intensively debated and commenters

have been rather critical about the value of public administration
theory and research for practice (Bogason and Brans 2008, 92).
According to O”Toole, “The theory—practice nexus is not a simple
link in some translation belt from thought to action” (2004, 312).
Although O’Toole is not as pessimistic as some other scholars on
the theory-practice relationship, he does acknowledge that the
theory—practice relationship needs to be improved. Here behavioral
public administration can help by developing usable knowledge.
Perry (2012, 479) has argued that usable knowledge should meet
the priorities of users and flow from high-quality research. Hence,
behavioral public administration should develop usable knowledge
by conducting high-quality research on topics that are valuable for
practitioners.

Some topics might be very suitable for this, such as the performance
of public institutions. A behavioral approach can provide evidence
about what should—or should not—be done to improve perceived
performance. For instance, psychology-informed research has shown
that perceived performance can only be mollified to a limited extent.
For instance, negative attitudes of citizens toward government

are not merely a product of bad performance but are, to a great
extent, determined by unconscious negative biases (Marvel 2016).
In addition, Hvidman and Andersen (2016) found that public
organizations are perceived as less efficient yet more benevolent than
similar private organizations simply because they are public.

Second, scholars can become involved in practice themselves.

For instance, behavioral economist Richard Thaler (Thaler

and Sunstein 2008) became actively involved in the Behavioral
Insights Team, a unit set up to apply behavioral economics and
psychology to improve government policy in the United Kingdom.
Such endeavors may be fruitful to connect behavioral public
administration and society. Related to this particular movement,
public administration scholars can critically discuss the notions

Certain concepts from public administration,
such as public service motivation (Perry and
Vandenabeele 2015) and red tape, can further
inform thinking in psychology.

Public administration can actively contribute
to psychology by highlighting the interplay

between psychological processes among

Public administration
can actively contribute to
psychology by highlighting the
interplay between psychological
processes among citizens and
political actors.

put forward by psychologists by entering the
public debate through working articles. For
instance, public administration scholars Lodge
and Wegrich (2014) developed a working
article criticizing the nudge movement

in government, with the provocative title
“Rational Tools of Government in a World

of Bounded Rationality.” The authors used

citizens and political actors. For instance,

key public administration studies such as
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Lindblom’s “The Science of ‘Muddling Through™ (1959) to criticize
nudging as a policy tool. Such endeavors are valuable as these do not
take psychology at face value but explicitly connect it with public
administration knowledge (see also Bendor 2015).

How Can We Foster a Behavioral Approach to Public
Administration?

Now that we have discussed whar can be done to foster a behavioral
public administration, the next question is how this can be done.
First of all, it is important to highlight various activities under the
banner of behavioral public administration that are already ongoing,
such as panels at various major conferences for public management
scholars (e.g., European Group of Public Administration, Public
Management Research Association, International Research Society
for Public Management).

First, to make behavioral public administration a sustainable
endeavor, these activities can be extended to PhD and graduate
students. To broaden the substantive scope of behavioral public
administration, colloquia aimed at PhD students could help young
scholars become acquainted with peers and senior researchers
using the same approach. Second, to reinforce the two-way street
on a longer term, courses could be developed that bring together
students of both public administration and psychology. Another
way to bring the disciplines together may be to develop special
issues, symposia, or edited books for which both psychologists and
public administration scholars are invited.

As we highlighted in the introduction, this article is meant to start

a dialogue about a behavioral approach to public administration.

It is not meant to offer a definitive template of this approach but
rather as a description of what—according to us—is an important
development in the field. Therefore, we hope this article will be the
start of a fruitful conversation that will eventually lead to an inclusive,
multidisciplinary approach, in which scholars from both psychology
and public administration are keen on learning from each other.
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