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Abstract
Public servants are expected to be good stewards of resources, including the energy and 
environmental resources consumed in a public organization’s day-to-day operations. Many 
government organizations have enacted policies to mitigate the environmental impact of their 
operations. Even in the absence of formal policies, however, individual public employees might 
engage in a number of discretionary, pro-environmental behaviors known as eco-initiatives. 
What motivational factors cause a public employee to exhibit eco-initiative? To answer this 
question, we draw on a theoretical framework based on connectedness to nature, organizational 
commitment, public service motivation (PSM), and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB). 
We use employee-level data from a large city in the southeast United States to examine employee 
participation in individual eco-initiatives. We contextualize these discretionary initiatives as 
interesting forms of OCB, which are directed toward the environment (OCB-E). Our findings 
suggest that connectedness to nature, organizational commitment, and PSM are significant 
predictors of eco-initiative in the public workplace. In addition, we find that PSM conditions 
the impact of organizational commitment on eco-initiatives for certain types of employees. We 
conclude with a discussion that underscores the importance of individual employee motivation 
in discretionary efforts that advance OCB-E and effective public stewardship generally.

Keywords
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In the United States, government institutions play prominent roles in environmental policy. From 
federal to local agencies, public organizations have become increasingly responsible for the for-
mulation and implementation of environmental policies (Mazmanian & Kraft, 2009; Rabe, 
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2006). The problems that these institutions seek to address are equally prominent. Air and water 
quality, biodiversity, population and climate change, and resource conservation are but a few 
examples of the problems society often looks to public institutions to address (Kraft, 2010). To 
this end, many public organizations have taken steps to initiate environmental protection policies 
that govern their own internal operations. A number of scholars have examined the “self- 
regulation” of government agencies with respect to the environment (e.g., Durant, Fitzgerald, & 
Thomas, 1983; Paehlke, 1991; Wilson & Rachal, 1977).1

Less studied, however, are the discretionary pro-environmental behaviors of government 
employees within public organizations. To date, there are no studies that examine public employee 
participation in pro-environmental behaviors, even though the general management and voca-
tional psychology literatures have started to explore the question in other contexts (Daily, Bishop, 
& Govindarajulu, 2009; Ramus & Steger, 2000; Robertson & Barling, 2013; Scherbaum, 
Popovich, & Finlinson, 2008). We will draw on this research, integrating public service motiva-
tion’s (PSM) sensitivity to public institutions (Perry & Wise, 1990), to better illuminate individ-
ual employee participation in discretionary pro-environmental behaviors in public 
organizations.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2007), there are approximately 3 million federal civil-
ian employees and 15 million state and local government employees in the United States. Within 
their respective public organizations, these millions of employees may personally choose to take 
steps to act as stewards of the environment. Employee-level discretionary pro-environmental 
behaviors can help to mitigate the public sector’s impact on the natural environment. Conserving 
work-related resources, such as water, paper, and energy, can also result in the conservation of 
scarce fiscal resources.

In this study, we explore the motivational and attitudinal bases of public employee workplace 
eco-initiative. First, we offer a brief background underscoring how public service organizations 
may have important effects on environmental policy. Second, we draw on the conceptual work of 
Daily et al. (2009) to examine participation in individual eco-initiatives, a subset of extra-role 
(i.e., non-mandatory) behaviors referred to as organizational citizenship behavior directed toward 
the environment (OCB-E). Third, we integrate literatures examining connectedness to nature 
(one’s non-work-related proclivity to behave pro-environmentally), organizational commitment, 
individual PSM and employee extra-role behavior to explore employee participation in discre-
tionary workplace eco-initiatives. Using a sample of local government employees from a large 
municipality, we analyze the relationships among connectedness to nature, organizational com-
mitment, and PSM and participation in workplace eco-initiatives. Finally, we conclude the article 
with a discussion of the findings, ideas for future research, and implications for policy and 
practice.

Motivation and Discretionary Pro-Environmental Behaviors

Organizations and Environmental Initiatives

Researchers have identified a number of reasons why an organization might choose to promote 
environmental sustainability in its day-to-day operations (Bansal & Roth, 2000; Shrivastava, 
1995). These reasons include reducing operating costs by reducing ecological inefficiencies, 
enhancing corporate legitimacy and social responsibility, creating a competitive advantage 
among “green”—or environmentally conscious—consumers, enhancing the corporate image 
through environmental responsiveness, reducing the production risks associated with resource 
depletion, reducing energy costs, improving pollution management practices, mitigating health 
risks to the local community, and positioning the organization ahead of the regulatory curve. For 
some organizations, ecological sustainability even plays a role in strategic planning (Shrivastava, 
1995, p. 955). Epstein and Roy (2001) concluded that organizations should look to local, social, 
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and environmental issues to serve as the external drivers of the “corporate strategy.” These issues 
can be used to help identify relevant stakeholders, as well as guide organizations toward incorpo-
rating relevant environmental performance measures into their corporate strategies. Other orga-
nizations have incorporated ecological sustainability into their performance reporting systems, 
such as Balanced Scorecards, by creating measurable objectives for different dimensions of envi-
ronmental performance (Stringer, 2009).

Public organizations have adopted formal policies to govern their internal operations and miti-
gate negative environmental impact. For example, sustainable building policies (e.g., Charlotte, 
North Carolina; Chicago, Illinois; New York City, New York; Phoenix, Arizona; Seattle, 
Washington; and Portland, Oregon) and green purchasing policies (e.g., Santa Monica, California) 
have become ubiquitous over the last 20 years. Although the policies vary, they all might be 
viewed as ways to institutionalize normative expectations that government organizations are not 
only responsible for promulgating environmental policy but that they themselves also ought to 
act as good stewards of environmental resources. Although these formal policies have garnered 
the interest of scholars (e.g., Durant et al., 1983; Paehlke, 1991), our study examines discretion-
ary pro-environmental behavior that occurs within public organizations but outside the scope of 
a formal policy or internal mandate.

We feel our exploration is warranted because in addition to formal policies that promote envi-
ronmental stewardship and sustainability, there are individual-level pro-environmental behaviors 
that public employees may participate in at their own discretion. Materials use reduction (i.e., 
office supplies), recycling/reusing, and personal energy conservation are all within this realm of 
behavior, when not otherwise required by the employer. Participation in these discretionary 
behaviors supports the mission of public organizations with respect to stewardship of public 
resources—not simply those that are most obviously financial. In the following section, we better 
contextualize these discretionary behaviors and clarify supporting theories.

OCB, OCB-E, and Eco-Initiatives

In an effort to use common language throughout the article, we refer to behaviors that minimize 
an individual’s negative impact on the environment as “pro-environmental” (Clark, Kotchen, & 
Moore, 2003; Dahlstrand & Biel, 1997; Karp, 1996; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Nordlund & 
Garvill, 2002). Pro-environmental behaviors include those many describe as “green,” “sustain-
able,” or “environmentally innovative” (Ramus, 2002). For our purposes, individual-level 
employee participation in discretionary pro-environmental behaviors that may be encouraged, 
but not mandated, by an organization is referred to as eco-initiative.

As we explain later, scholars suggest that these behaviors belong to a class of employee 
actions known as OCB—behaviors that are spontaneous and undefined by formal roles or job 
descriptions (Katz, 1964). According to Smith, Organ, and Near (1983), “Every factory, office, 
or bureau depends daily on a myriad of acts of cooperation, helpfulness, suggestions, gestures of 
goodwill, altruism, and other instances of what we call citizenship behavior” (p. 653). Within an 
organization, citizenship behaviors are pro-social in nature and are examples of extra-role behav-
iors—actions that are explicitly non-task-related (P. M. Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Paine, & 
Bachrach, 2000).

Classic OCB definitions contemplate behavior

that is discretionary, not directly or explicitly recognized by a formal reward system, and that in aggregate 
promotes the effective functioning of the organization . . . [but] is not an enforceable requirement of the 
role or the job description . . . its omission is not generally understood as punishable. (Organ, 1988, p. 4)

Although there are many ways to conceptualize and operationalize OCBs,2 one approach is to 
focus on the targets of OCB. Chiaburu, Oh, Berry, Li, and Gardner (2011) observed 
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three categories of OCB based on the target of the behavior: (a) individual directed (OCB-I), (b) 
organizational directed (OCB-O), and (c) change directed (OCB-CH). Although this typology is 
not without drawbacks, a target-based approach may help advance public administration’s rela-
tively new interest in OCBs (e.g., Christensen et al., 2013; Kim, 2006; Pandey, Wright, & 
Moynihan, 2008) by parsing categories of OCBs, thereby advancing an understanding that to 
what or to whom the OCB is directed is likely a function of potentially different determinants, 
each warranting its own investigation.

To this end, scholars have argued that individual, pro-environmental actions performed in a 
workplace are a particular type of OCB. Daily et al. (2009) call discretionary pro-environmental 
behaviors organizational citizenship behaviors directed toward the environment (OCB-E). 
OCB-E includes “environmental efforts that are discretionary acts, within the organizational set-
ting, not rewarded or required from the organization” (Daily et al., 2009, p. 243). Daily et al. 
(2009) argue that employees who go above and beyond their job description by participating in 
helping behaviors specifically directed toward the environment can promote environmental per-
formance in the aggregate. In contrast with task behavior that is required or mandated as part of 
employee performance, OCB-Es are voluntary. Thus, individuals who participate in OCB-E are 
likely driven by an internal mechanism other than self-interest related to self-preservation through 
compliance with formal organizational policies, rules, or mandates.

These discretionary workplace behaviors that target the environment and might include recy-
cling, trash reduction, water conservation, and energy conservation when they are informal and 
performed at the discretion of individual employees. Boiral and Paillé (2012) classify these 
OCB-Es as individual eco-initiatives and define them as “discretionary behavior and suggestions 
to improve environmental practice and performance” (p. 442) of the organization. With this 
broader background connecting them to OCB, eco-initiatives are the behaviors that we investi-
gate in this study.

Why investigate the motivational drivers of participation in individual eco-initiative? First, 
there are important implications for the public workplace. In the public sector, there is a norma-
tive argument that public organizations should act as stewards of the public’s environmental and 
natural resources.3 Second, individual employee participation in eco-initiatives can improve 
internal practices with respect to environmental conservation and sustainability. In aggregate, 
these can lead to higher levels of environmental performance at the organization level. Finally, 
there are many cases where environmental conservation (e.g., energy conservation) might result 
in the reduction of organizational and fiscal costs (Boiral & Paillé, 2012).

In the following section, we explore potential drivers of OCB-E. Several recent studies are 
informative (Boiral & Paillé, 2012; Robertson & Barling, 2013), but they do not explicitly 
address participation in eco-initiatives within public institutions. In the following section, we 
develop hypotheses to examine the roles of environmental concern and connectedness, organiza-
tional commitment, and PSM in relation to individual employee participation in eco-initiatives.

Environmental Concern

An individual employee’s overall concern for the environment is a central variable to this study 
and is a key determinant in Daily et al.’s (2009) conceptual model of participation in OCB-E. 
They argue “that an individual’s personal environmental concern will be the strongest predictor 
of his or her propensity to engage in OCB-E” (Daily et al., 2009, p. 247). One measure of envi-
ronmental concern is an individual’s connectedness to nature. According to Mayer and Frantz 
(2004), the connectedness to nature scale captures an individual’s affective connection with 
nature, and the degree to which they feel their own well-being is connected to the natural world. 
This affective connection has behavioral consequences, and there is evidence suggesting that a 
psychological connection to nature increases the likelihood of engaging in environmentally 
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responsible actions (Gosling & Williams, 2010; Nisbet, Zelenski, & Murphy, 2009; Poortinga, 
Steg, & Vlek, 2004). We believe that public employees who have a deep environmental concern 
and feel strongly that their own personnel well-being is closely tied to the natural environment 
will be most likely to translate those attitudes into pro-environmental behaviors, including 
OCB-E in the public workplace. We test the following hypothesis accordingly as it applies to 
public workplaces:

Hypothesis 1: An employee’s environmental concern (connectedness to nature) will be posi-
tively related to employee participation in discretionary eco-initiatives.

Organizational Commitment

The second key explanatory variable in Daily et al.’s (2009) conceptual framework for individual 
participation in OCB-E is organizational commitment. Organizational commitment is one way to 
measure an individual’s dedication to the organization they work for (Balfour & Wechsler, 1996, 
p. 257). According to Mowday, Steers, and Porter (1979), “attitudinal commitment . . . represents 
a state in which an individual identifies with a particular organization and its goals and wishes to 
maintain membership in order to facilitate these goals” (p. 225). Although past studies yield 
mixed results regarding the relationship between employee organizational commitment and OCB 
(Lavelle et al., 2009; Schappe, 1998; Williams & Anderson, 1991), others suggest that OCB may 
be interpreted as behavioral manifestations of an employee’s attitudinal organizational commit-
ment (N. P. Podsakoff, Whiting, Podsakoff, & Blume, 2009). However, as discussed above, there 
are many different behaviors that fall into the category of OCB, and although employees might 
maintain a general commitment to the organization, it is not always clear that it will manifest 
itself in participation in all forms of OCB or at the same the level. Thus, we take as a task to test 
this variable relative to eco-initiative.

Why might we expect organizational commitment to be related to the OCB-E among this 
particular set of employees? Although the city we examine never mandated employee participa-
tion in eco-initiatives, the organization had taken several steps to incorporate environmental 
conscientiousness into its formal operations. First, the city formed an environmental cabinet 
composed of department leaders to meet monthly. The cabinet meetings would facilitate interde-
partmental collaboration and knowledge sharing to reduce the negative effects of the organiza-
tion’s operations on the environment. Second, the city council elevated the environment to one of 
its key strategic focus areas, placing it in the company of Housing & Neighborhood Development, 
Community Safety, Transportation, and Economic Development & Planning in strategic impor-
tance. Finally, other policy initiatives, including the adoption of a sustainable facilities policy, 
were passed prior to the collection of the data. To be clear, although the city never mandated 
participation in the behaviors we investigate, the city had taken broad steps to signal the general 
policy importance of environmental preservation and sustainability within the workplace.

To support the city’s high-level goal of sustainability and the mitigation of negative environ-
mental impacts, we expect that employees with high levels of organizational commitment would, 
in fact, demonstrate higher levels of participation in discretionary individual-level eco- 
initiatives. In the context of OCB-E, Daily et al. (2009) reason that

to the extent that individuals are willing to put forth effort on the organization’s behalf and accept the 
organization’s goals and values, they will direct their efforts in ways that they perceive will accomplish 
things that are valued by the organization. (p. 248)

Because the city in which we conducted this study had signaled the importance of high-level 
environmental goals and organization-level sustainability, although they did not require specific 
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behaviors, we believe that highly committed employees will act in discretionary ways to help the 
city achieve this broad goal. We test the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: An employee’s organizational commitment will be positively related to 
employee participation in discretionary eco-initiatives.

PSM

As an influential stream of research in public administration, PSM’s classic formulation taps a 
“predisposition to respond to motives grounded . . . in public institutions and organizations” 
(Perry & Wise, 1990, p. 368). Both in public and public-serving organizations, PSM has been 
used to explain individual employee participation in both workplace extra-role behaviors (Kim, 
2006; Pandey et al., 2008) and pro-social behaviors beyond the workplace (Houston, 2006). PSM 
is therefore a natural starting point from which we build our understanding of public employee 
participation in OCB-E, that is, individual public workplace eco-initiatives. Rainey (2009) 
describes PSM as the ethic that motivates people to serve the public, or the “service ethic” (p. 
266), and Vandenabeele (2007) describes PSM as the “beliefs, values, and attitudes that go 
beyond self-interest and organizational interest that concern the interest of a larger political entity 
and motivates individuals to act accordingly whenever appropriate” (p. 257).

Borden and Francis (1978) hypothesized that individuals with a “strong selfish or competitive 
orientation” are less likely to conserve environmental resources. Likewise “in order to act pro-
environmentally, individuals must focus beyond themselves and be concerned about the com-
munity at large” (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002, p. 245, referring to Gellar’s “actively caring” 
hypothesis). Given the altruistic, pro-social nature of PSM, we believe that individuals with 
higher levels of PSM are more likely to participate in discretionary behaviors that promote the 
effective functioning of the organization. Beyond the organization, we believe similar behaviors 
will result from a related role that PSM plays in prompting behaviors that are outward and soci-
etally focused. Researchers have recently offered evidence supporting a positive correlation 
among PSM and extra-role behaviors in public organizations (Christensen et al., 2013; Kim, 
2006; Pandey et al., 2008). The logic is that PSM may encourage certain discretionary behaviors, 
and OCB is a measurable manifestation of those motivations as behavior (Christensen et al., 
2013). In support of this logic, Piccolo and Colquitt (2006) found experimental evidence of a 
positive relationship between altruism, arguably a type of PSM, and OCB. According to the 
authors, “ . . . individuals driven by self-generating rewards were more likely to perform discre-
tionary behaviors that are rarely associated with external rewards” (Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006, p. 
337).

We hypothesize for empirical examination whether PSM’s public organizational and general 
pro-social orientations manifest as individual eco-initiative. Individuals who are motivated by 
the publicness of their employing organizations and/or by the broader good of society will be 
more likely to participate in eco-initiatives. We test the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: An employee’s PSM will be positively related to employee participation in 
discretionary eco-initiatives.

Interactive Relationships Among Organizational Commitment and PSM

In addition to the direct effects of PSM (Hypothesis 3) and organizational commitment 
(Hypothesis 2) on employee eco-initiative, we entertain the possibility that these variables condi-
tion each other in relation to eco-initiative.4 We purposely refrain from a causal hypothesis in the 
interaction because the field remains unsettled as to whether PSM is an antecedent (Castaing, 
2006; Crewson, 1997), consequence (Camilleri, 2006), or just a correlate of organizational 

 at ARIZONA STATE UNIV on March 21, 2016arp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://arp.sagepub.com/


Stritch and Christensen 7

commitment (Pandey & Stazyk, 2008). However, studies that explore PSM’s relationship with 
organizational commitment—regardless of causal relationship—fairly consistently support a 
positive, often reinforcing, association. An employee’s “attachment to the organization is of par-
ticular importance to any effort to foster and sustain” PSM (Pandey & Stazyk, 2008, p. 111), and 
PSM is a key construct in explaining employees’ increased organizational commitment, particu-
larly affective commitment public service organizations (Castaing, 2006).

In the context of our own study, we therefore hypothesize that these variables will not only 
reinforce each other but might also exhibit a substitutive effect. For individuals with low levels 
of organizational commitment, PSM may have a larger effect on individual participation in eco-
initiatives than it will for individuals with higher levels of organizational commitment. In other 
words, we empirically explore the possibility that even if an employee does not really care about 
the fate of their own organization and is not committed to the organization’s goals, high-PSM 
employees—those who are motivated to act based on beliefs, values, and attitudes that concern 
the interest of a larger political or social entity—may still participate in pro-environmental eco-
initiatives at a high level. In short, when an individual’s own connection to their organization is 
not enough to drive participation, PSM may play a larger role in workplace eco-initiative. We 
therefore test the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4a: Employees with high levels of organizational commitment and PSM will 
generally report more participation in eco-initiatives.
Hypothesis 4b: There may, however, be a substitutive interactive effect such that PSM will 
be more important (to participation in eco-initiatives) for employees with low organizational 
commitment than to those with high levels of organizational commitment.

Data and Measures

Data

We use survey data from a large city in the southeast United States to test our hypotheses. An 
electronic survey was designed to help city leaders understand the likelihood of employee par-
ticipation in discretionary pro-environmental behaviors, or OCB-Es, as well as identify specific 
barriers to participation and possible incentives that might be used in the future to encourage 
participation. To be clear, although the city had initiated a number of formal policies aimed at 
environmental protection (i.e., sustainable building policy) and elevated the environmental sus-
tainability to an area of strategic importance for city council, at the time the data were collected 
there was no city-wide plan or policy mandating any of the behaviors we examine, and all the 
behaviors were performed at the employee’s discretion.

The survey population included 3,120 city employees with email addresses in the following 
departments: Department of Engineering and Property Management, Neighborhood and Business 
Services, City Attorney’s Office, Police Department Headquarters, the Fire Department, Utilities, 
Human Resources, Budget and Finance, Planning Department, Business Support Services, the 
City Attorney’s Office, and the City Manager’s Office. The survey was distributed on a listserv 
to all employees with a city email address working in an office building or extension. In addition, 
communications representatives were asked to help distribute the survey within their own depart-
ments. Two reminders were sent to those receiving the survey. The survey was open for approxi-
mately 3 weeks and yielded 843 responses, generating a response rate of approximately 27%.

Dependent Variable

Eco-initiative index. An index measuring the likelihood of employee participation in OCB-Es 
known as eco-initiatives is the dependent variable in all our models. To operationalize employee 
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Table 1. Eco-Initiatives Index.

How likely are you to do the following while at work? Very unlikely Very likely

Recycle all paper waste 1 7
Recycle all aluminum cans or plastic bottles 1 7
Use reusable bottles or cups for beverages 1 7
Turn off your computer monitor 1 7
Use the back of old copies as scratch paper 1 7
Volunteer to have a smaller workspace or share your workspace 1 7
Print on both sides of the paper 1 7
Use common appliances as opposed to personal appliances 1 7
Turn off lights in empty rooms 1 7
Consider fuel efficiency of the work vehicles you use when 
appropriate

1 7

Minimum and maximum totals (range) 10 70
Scale reliability coefficient = .71

participation in eco-initiatives, we measured the likelihood of employee participation in discre-
tionary pro-environmental workplace behaviors that met three criteria. First, all the behaviors 
were pro-environmental, or might be described as supportive of recycling, water conservation, or 
energy conservation. Second, all of the behaviors had to be discretionary—none of the behavior 
could be mandated by either the department or the city we examined. To ensure that all the 
behaviors were, in fact, discretionary, the items were vetted at a meeting of the city’s environ-
mental cabinet to ensure that nowhere in the organization were employees being formally encour-
aged to participate. Finally, every employee had to have the opportunity to participate in the 
behavior if he or she chooses to do so.

We operationalize eco-initiatives by creating an index score from employee responses to 10 
survey questions that asked respondents the likelihood of their participation in a specific pro- 
environmental behavior while at work. After all the survey questions were evaluated, we determined 
that 10 questions were applicable to all city employees in the survey population. The questions are 
available in Table 1. A 7-point Likert-type scale is used to measure responses. The eco-initiatives 
index score ranges from 10 to 70, with a mean value of 49.96. The scale reliability coefficient for the 
variable is .71.5 Descriptive statistics for our independent variables are reported in Table 2.

Connectedness to nature. An individual employee’s predisposition toward the environment is an 
important independent variable in the study, because it is likely related to OCB-E. To capture 
pre-existing environmental attitudes, we use Mayer and Frantz’s (2004) measure of connected-
ness to nature.6 The questions are worded to measure “connectedness” to the environment and 
not simply an employee’s opinions on the importance of environmental stewardship—which 
might result in socially desirable responses. The original scale has 14 questions, but we omitted 
2 questions at the city’s request due to their politically sensitive nature. The environmental con-
nectedness measure is an index ranging from 12 to 60, with a mean of 38.29. The measure has a 
scale reliability coefficient of .86.

Organizational commitment. Two questions measured a respondent’s attitudinal organizational 
commitment (see Mowday et al., 1979).7 The combined scale ranges from 2 to 14 and has a mean 
value of 11.37. The scale reliability coefficient is .67.

Public service motivation. PSM is the main independent variable of interest in our models. We 
operationalize PSM by constructing an index score from employee responses to five survey 
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questions.8 Researchers have used these five questions to operationalize PSM in prior research 
(e.g., Alonso & Lewis, 2001; Kim, 2005, 2006; Pandey et al., 2008; Wright & Pandey, 2008). 
Each question measures employee responses on a 7-point Likert-type scale. The index is a unidi-
mensional measure of PSM that captures the public interest, compassion, and self-sacrifice 
dimensions suggested by Perry (1996). The PSM index score ranges from 5 to 35, with a mean 
of 26.78, and a .81 scale reliability coefficient.

Control Variables

In addition to the main dependent and independent variables of interest, there are several demo-
graphic variables that we include in our models.

Educational attainment. Van Liere and Dunlap (1980) found a positive relationship between edu-
cational attainment and participation in pro-environmental behavior. Dummy variables are cre-
ated to control for educational attainment. We generate dummy variables for the following 
groups: less than high school, high school, some college, bachelor’s degree, and more than a 
bachelor’s degree.

Age. Van Liere and Dunlap (1980) also found a negative relationship between age and participa-
tion in pro-environmental behaviors. To control for age, we measured age in 5-year increments 
(<30, 30-34, 35-39, 40-44, 45-49, 50-54, 55-59, 60-64, and >64) and created a dummy variable 
for each group.

Minority. Dietz, Stern, and Guagano (1998) found that minorities were more likely to support 
pro-environmental behavior outside of the workplaces, including consumer spending on environ-
mentally safe products and government spending on environmental protections. We control for 
minority status with a dummy variable (non-White individuals are coded with a “1,” and those 
who are White are coded with a “0”).

In addition to demographic characteristics of individuals, contextual factors may influence the 
likelihood of a person’s participation in OCB-E (Corraliza & Berenguer, 2000; Diekmann & 
Preisendorfer, 2003; Stern, 2000). To incorporate different employment contexts and work envi-
ronments into the models, we include an employee’s organizational tenure, workspace, and 
department. These variables help control for differences in organizational culture, individual 
status, and physical barriers that could either facilitate or hinder participation in OCB-E and 
eco-initiatives.

Public sector tenure. We measure public sector tenure in 5-year increments (5 or less, 6-10, 11-15, 
16-20, 21-25, 26-30, 31-35, and more than 35 years). A dummy variable is constructed for each 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations.

Variable M SD Minimum Maximum 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 Eco-initiatives index 49.960 10.685 11.0 70.0 1.00  
2 Public service motivation 26.785 5.906 5.0 35.0 .321* 1.00  
3 Organizational commitment 11.374 2.701 2.0 14.0 .244* .595* 1.00  
4 Connectedness to nature 38.297 8.334 9.0 57.0 .436* .419* .256* 1.00  
5 Organizational tenure (categorical) 3.747 1.686 2.0 9.0 −.036 .066 .006 −.010 1.00  
6 Race (1 = non-White) 0.192 0.394 0.0 1.0 .026 .035 −.074 .081* −.015 1.00  
7 Age (5-year categories) 6.460 2.025 3.0 11.0 .097* −.003 .033 .103* .487* −.008 1.00  
8 Education 2.547 1.141 0.0 4.0 .053 −.039 −.017 −.010 −.097* −.060 −.170* 1.00

*p < .05.
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category. The dummy variable for those with 5 or fewer years of experience is dropped from the 
analysis and serves as the comparison group.

Department. To control for differences among departments, we create a dummy variable for each 
department surveyed. In large organizations, differences in cultures, norms, and leadership might 
exist among different departments. We recognize that this could influence employee OCB-E. For 
instance, a solid waste department’s employees might have greater knowledge about recycling 
initiatives than employees in human resources or finance. The department dummy variable is an 
attempt to control for these differences. In addition, leaders in different departments might 
emphasize the importance of environmental conservation and sustainability more than others. 
Although we are unable to directly operationalize managerial support for environmental conser-
vation as Daily et al. (2009) suggest in their model, including department dummy variables might 
capture some of this variation due to differences among department heads.

Workspace. We include dummy variable to control for a number of different work environment 
characteristics (e.g., private office, shared office, reception desk, cubicle, and field) that might 
influence participation in individual eco-initiatives. For instance, individuals in private work-
spaces might face less social pressure to participate from their co-workers. Likewise, individuals 
who spend a large portion of their time in the field might be disconnected from certain messages 
communicated in the organization that signal environmental sustainability as an area of strategic 
focus.

Analysis

We use ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to analyze the relationships between the key 
independent variables and participation in the subset of OCB-Es described as eco-initiatives. 
Huber–White standard errors are reported to ensure the standard error estimates are robust to a 
heteroskedastic error distribution. In Table 3, we present the findings of the direct relationships 
between the main variables of interest and employee participation in eco-initiatives. For the 
reader to compare models, we present the models hierarchically, beginning with Model 1, a null-
model that contains none of the main independent variables of interest.

We add the independent variables in the order in which we hypothesized about each one’s 
relationship with participation in eco-initiatives. This provides the reader with the opportunity of 
seeing the change (all increasing) in the adjusted R2 across the models. With respect to our inter-
pretation of the direct, independent effects of environmental concern (connectedness to nature), 
organizational commitment, and PSM, we will focus our discussion on the results found in  
Model 4.

We hypothesized that employees with high levels of environmental concern, or environmental 
connectedness, would be more likely to translate those concerns into behaviors than employees 
with low levels of environmental concern. Table 3 provides support for Hypothesis 1 in a positive 
relationship between connectedness to nature (environmental concern) and participation in eco-
initiatives. A 1-unit change in the connectedness to nature scale results in a 0.405-unit increase in 
an individual’s eco-initiative index. The coefficient is statistically significant at the .01 level.

Drawing on Daily et al.’s (2009) conceptual model, we hypothesized that organizational com-
mitment would be positively related to participation eco-initiatives. Based on the fact that the city 
in which the study was conducted had signaled—without formally encouraging or mandating—
the importance of environmental impact mitigation and sustainability, we argued in that individu-
als sharing the values and goals of the organization—as demonstrated by organizational 
commitment—would have higher rates of participation in individual eco-initiatives. The results 
in Table 3 support Hypothesis 2. According to Model 4, a 1-unit increase in the organizational 
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Table 3. Employee Participation in Workplace Eco-Initiatives.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

 β SE β SE β SE β SE β SE

Independent variables
 Connectedness to nature 0.547** (0.06) 0.474** (0.05) 0.405** (0.06) 0.760** (0.22)
 Organizational commitment 0.914** (0.17) 0.605** (0.17) 0.408** (0.05)
 PSM 0.328** (0.09) 1.647** (0.51)
 PSM × Organizational commitment −0.042* (0.02)
Controls
 Organizational tenure (excluded <5 years)
  6-10 years 0.090 (1.15) 1.406 (1.06) 1.062 (1.06) 0.865 (1.05) 0.909 (1.05)
  11-15 years −1.924 (1.55) −0.919 (1.43) −1.090 (1.30) −1.436 (1.29) −1.311 (1.26)
  16-20 years −0.337 (1.79) −0.028 (1.64) −0.021 (1.60) −0.645 (1.60) −0.669 (1.61)
  21-25 years −1.661 (1.68) −0.419 (1.47) −0.212 (1.37) −0.479 (1.34) −0.242 (1.32)
  26-30 years −3.026 (2.68) −1.618 (2.21) −0.405 (2.20) −0.932 (2.21) −1.012 (2.19)
  >30 years −9.604† (4.95) −10.980* (4.86) −12.160* (4.91) −12.330** (4.70) −11.88* (4.77)
 Race (excluded = White) 0.396 (1.21) −0.313 (1.10) 0.144 (1.06) −0.283 (1.04) −0.196 (1.04)
 Age (excluded <30)
  30-34 −0.506 (2.16) −2.658 (2.11) −2.414 (1.98) −2.039 (1.94) −2.07 (1.94)
  35-39 −0.717 (2.08) −2.028 (1.85) −1.200 (1.73) −1.612 (1.72) −1.593 (1.70)
  40-44 1.233 (2.18) −0.679 (1.96) −0.163 (1.80) −0.129 (1.77) −0.137 (1.76)
  45-49 −0.096 (2.14) −2.037 (1.93) −1.738 (1.80) −1.701 (1.75) −1.73 (1.76)
  50-54 1.931 (2.27) −0.419 (2.07) −0.658 (1.92) −0.546 (1.88) −0.644 (1.88)
  55-59 2.547 (2.33) −1.038 (2.15) −0.910 (2.02) −0.879 (1.94) −0.974 (1.95)
  60-64 2.991 (2.69) −0.875 (2.34) −1.512 (2.20) −1.255 (2.14) −1.386 (2.16)
  65-69 1.299 (4.53) −0.291 (4.58) 0.173 (4.32) −0.047 (4.22) −0.084 (4.22)
 Education (excluded ≥ master’s)
  Less than high school −1.786 (2.05) −1.575 (1.98) −1.500 (2.00) −0.861 (2.01) −0.747 (1.98)
  High School 0.505 (2.24) 1.069 (2.07) 1.499 (2.08) 1.694 (2.09) 1.802 (2.06)
  Some college −0.607 (2.01) −0.138 (1.94) 0.074 (1.98) 0.324 (2.00) 0.313 (1.96)
  Bachelor’s degree −2.144 (2.11) −2.393 (2.05) −2.024 (2.09) −1.743 (2.10) −1.807 (2.06)
 Workspace (excluded = cubicle)
  Field −4.016† (2.24) −4.883* (2.17) −4.650* (2.13) −5.480* (2.14) −5.499* (2.15)
  Other −3.672† (2.05) −4.371* (1.82) −3.522* (1.74) −3.718* (1.73) −3.348† (1.74)
  Private office −0.601 (1.18) 0.588 (1.07) 0.271 (1.02) 0.266 (1.00) 0.391 (1.00)
  Reception desk −14.88** (3.30) −14.76** (3.00) −13.31** (2.51) −12.81** (1.99) −12.65** (2.18)
  Shared office −2.022 (1.52) −1.428 (1.41) −1.067 (1.40) −1.338 (1.37) −1.389 (1.37)
 Department (excluded = Attorney Office)
  Business Support Services 1.694 (4.63) 2.933 (4.18) 3.215 (4.17) 2.626 (4.13) 2.533 (4.14)
  Transit 0.077 (4.40) 3.102 (3.63) 3.565 (3.55) 3.954 (3.56) 3.954 (3.57)
  Department of Transportation 0.279 (4.21) 1.658 (3.48) 1.234 (3.38) 1.102 (3.41) 1.26 (3.43)
  Manager’s Office 3.265 (4.24) 4.458 (3.59) 4.237 (3.57) 4.003 (3.60) 3.959 (3.59)
  Engineering and Property 

Management
1.020 (4.13) 1.271 (3.38) 2.076 (3.31) 1.813 (3.33) 1.862 (3.34)

  Finance −3.994 (4.65) −5.603 (3.77) −4.591 (3.77) −4.495 (3.80) −4.692 (3.80)
  Fire −4.173 (4.13) −1.414 (3.44) −2.508 (3.34) −3.092 (3.37) −2.912 (3.38)
  Human Resources 4.086 (4.50) 4.139 (3.94) 4.096 (3.90) 3.711 (3.92) 3.683 (3.92)
  Neighborhood and Business 

Services
1.167 (4.35) 2.398 (3.59) 3.632 (3.53) 3.212 (3.56) 3.355 (3.58)

  Other 4.669 (4.54) 5.918 (3.75) 5.799 (3.94) 4.665 (3.84) 4.709 (3.81)
  Planning 5.156 (4.86) 5.067 (4.01) 7.033* (3.56) 6.219† (3.50) 6.314† (3.55)
  Police −0.966 (4.61) 1.404 (4.09) 2.093 (4.00) 1.598 (3.96) 1.538 (3.98)
  Solid Waste 2.590 (4.70) 2.382 (3.91) 2.085 (3.80) 1.707 (3.83) 1.674 (3.84)
  Utility 2.119 (4.10) 2.860 (3.40) 3.221 (3.33) 3.187 (3.34) 3.137 (3.35)
 Constant 52.46** (4.64) 30.80** (4.66) 22.44** (4.93) 20.21** (4.95) 9.448 −7.02
Observations 522 507 507 507 507
Adjusted R2 .107 .284 .329 .345 .350

Note. Robust standard errors in parentheses. PSM = public service motivation.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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Figure 1. Average marginal effects of Organizational commitment × PSM.
Note. CI = confidence interval.

commitment index will result in a 0.605-unit increase in the eco-initiative index. The result is 
significant at the .01 level.

Finally, we argued that individuals with strong pro-social motivation, manifest in a connection 
to a public organization and/or a desire to serve society and the larger community, would trans-
form those motivations into participation in pro-environmental initiatives. We find support for 
Hypothesis 3. PSM exhibits a positive, direct relationship with employee participation in work-
place eco-initiatives. Model 4 in Table 3 indicates that, on average, as PSM increases by 1 unit, 
an individual’s eco-initiative index will increase 0.328 units.

In Model 5, we introduce the interaction term between PSM and organizational commitment. 
All of the key independent variables remain statistically significant, and the direction of their 
relationships with the eco-initiative index remains the same. The significance of the individual 
coefficient and increased R2 of the entire model indicates support to consider the interactive 
effect between organizational commitment and PSM. The substantive importance and contours 
of that effect are discussed below.

Figure 1 shows how PSM conditions the effect of organizational commitment on eco- 
initiative. In the figure, we see that organizational commitment has the largest average marginal 
effect on eco-initiative participation when PSM is low. As PSM increases, we see that the average 
marginal effect of organizational commitment decreases. Ultimately, at higher levels of PSM 
(above ~29.5), the effect of organizational commitment on the eco-initiative index becomes sta-
tistically indistinguishable from zero.

While this partially supports Hypothesis 4b (discussed below), Figure 2 allows us to visually 
examine the substantive impact of interaction in a different way. Figure 2 demonstrates the 
amount of predicted linear change in the eco-initiative index with a one-unit change in PSM on 
organizational commitment at two constant values: one standard deviation above the mean (high 
organizational commitment) and one standard deviation below the mean (low organizational 
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commitment). The shaded areas around the two lines are the 95% confidence intervals of the 
predicted value of a respondent’s eco-initiative index values.

In Figure 2, we see visual partial confirmation of Hypothesis 4a. Employees with high levels 
of organization commitment and PSM reported higher levels of eco-initiative. In our figure, 
where we have tested this effect at two values (high and low organizational commitment, ±SD), 
this difference is statistically significant (i.e., confidence intervals of the two plotted lines do not 
overlap) for employees with PSM levels ranging from ~11 to 28. We interpret this as partial evi-
dence of the reinforcement effect we hypothesized earlier. PSM and organizational commitment 
reinforce each other for a meaningful range of PSM values (i.e., below, at, and slightly above 
average PSM values).

We also note some support for Hypothesis 4b, which introduced a possible substitutive effect. 
Figure 1 already introduced some of this evidence in displaying the limited importance of the 
interaction at high levels of PSM. We observe further evidence, in Figure 2, that the predicted 
value of the eco-initiative index increases at faster rate for those with low organizational commit-
ment across the range of increasing PSM values. This is manifest in the steeper slope of the line. 
In fact, the figure shows that PSM can act as a substitute for organizational commitment for 
certain employees. An individual who is low in organizational commitment, but very high PSM, 
will have approximately the same eco-initiative index score as an individual who is high in both 
PSM and organizational commitment. These differences are statistically indistinguishable (i.e., 
confidence intervals overlap) for a portion of high-PSM employees.

Discussion and Conclusion

Our study shares the same empirical limitations as all cross-sectional survey research. Specifically, 
temporal sequencing and spuriousness are the greatest threats to the causal relationships we 

Figure 2. Predicted linear change in DV: Conditional impact of PSM on high and low organizational 
commitment.
Note. DV = dependent variable; CI = confidence interval.
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propose among connectedness to nature, organizational commitment and PSM and individual 
eco-initiative participation, a form of OCB-E (Boiral & Paillé, 2012) in the public workplace. We 
have tried to establish the temporal sequence of events (PSM preceding eco-initiative participa-
tion) and mitigate the threat of spuriousness through theoretical founding and through the design 
of our research (see Perry et al., 2008; Wright, 2008). By measuring PSM with questions anchored 
in the present and asking about the likelihood of future participation in eco-initiatives—as 
opposed to past participation—we establish temporal sequencing to the degree possible in cross-
sectional research.

Although response bias is always a potential problem in cross-sectional organizational survey 
research, we took several steps to try to limit bias in the results. First, although the information 
officers sent out the survey internally, the data were collected for the city by a third party. Second, 
employees were informed that the data would only be reported to the city in an aggregate form 
and no unique identifiers would be stored. Third, it was made clear in the invitation to participa-
tion that no manager had access—or would have access—to the individual responses. The 
researchers ensured anonymity to the employees. Finally, we found no issues in the variance of 
responses on any key variable to suggest systematic bias in the respondents.

To overcome the limitations of cross-sectional survey research, future research on the rela-
tionship between PSM and OCB-Es, including eco-initiatives, might include experimental or 
observational designs. For instance, researchers might measure an individual’s PSM and then 
place the individual into a treatment condition where they are given a choice between performing 
an OCB-E (recycling an aluminum can) or a non-OCB-E behaviors (placing aluminum can in 
trash). Based on our findings, we might predict that individuals higher in PSM will recycle more 
often than those with lower levels of PSM.

We believe employee motivation (specifically PSM) and extra-role behavior as a framework 
for inquiry serves as a starting point for future research on public employee participation in OCB-
E. To our knowledge, this is the first systematic study to explore underlying motivational forces 
that affect discretionary participation in pro-environmental behaviors among public employees. 
We recognize, however, that further theoretical development is needed as it relates to the OCB-E 
construct. For instance, the range of OCB-Es available for employees to participate in might vary 
from organization to organization. One organization might adopt a formal policy encompassing 
more pro-environmental behaviors than a second organization. As a consequence, the behaviors 
mandated in the first organization are no longer extra-role in nature and fall outside of the scope 
of OCB-E, but these same behaviors might remain OCB-E in the second organization. This rep-
resents a challenge in the operationalization of OCB-E and examining the construct in different 
organizational and institutional contexts.

Although we narrowed our focus to only eco-initiatives, researchers need to build an under-
standing of how the range of employee OCB-E might vary across different types of organiza-
tions. Pursuing this line of research might allow scholars to connect formal policies requiring 
pro-environmental behavior in public organizations (e.g., Durant et al., 1983; Paehlke, 1991; 
Wilson & Rachal, 1977) with employee participation in eco-initiatives. In addition, future 
research can build on the Daily et al. (2009) framework to examine the role of leadership and 
managerial support in cultivating motivations and attitudes that lead to OCB-E.

Despite these limitations, the research discussed above offers a number of contributions to our 
understanding of PSM and eco-initiatives in a public organization. First, the article initiates a 
discussion of public organizations and environmental sustainability in the public management 
research literature. Following a discussion of private sector sustainability, we recognize a norma-
tive argument that public organizations have a responsibility to act as stewards of community 
resources. Although this obviously includes financial resources, we discuss how this might also 
include environmental resources. We found some evidence that public employees, through their 
motivation and attitudes, stand ready to make a positive, individual impact in environmental 
policy. Clearly, formal policies are not required for all public employees. In fact, one open 
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question is whether formal policies would discourage those who would otherwise voluntarily 
participate in OCB-E.9 For other types of employees, however, organizations might adopt formal 
policies to advance environmental stewardship. In short, we argue that environmental steward-
ship and resource conservation are something that we ought to be concerned with and better 
understand within public organizations. One type of policy clearly does not seem appropriate for 
all types of public employees.

Second, rather than study organization-wide environmental policy initiatives or mandates as 
other scholars have (e.g., Durant et al., 1983; Paehlke, 1991; Wilson & Rachal, 1977), we focus 
on the micro-level employee behaviors that support broader goals and missions. In this article, 
we argue that pro-environmental behaviors are a form of extra-role behaviors called OCB-E that 
support the public organization’s stewardship of the public’s natural resources. Specifically, we 
focused on a subset of OCB-E, described in the literature as individual workplace eco-initiatives 
(Boiral & Paillé, 2012).

Consequently, we seek to build a better understanding of the motivational reasons public 
employees have for engaging in these behaviors. To do this, we draw on the work of Daily et al. 
(2009) but incorporate a theory of PSM to include the pro-social and altruistic motivations that 
might drive employee participation in eco-initiatives and other OCB-E. PSM provides such a 
framework to understand individual participation in voluntary pro-environmental behaviors in 
the public workplace. Given the pro-social nature of the eco-initiatives and PSM’s anchoring in 
a desire to serve society and willingness to sacrifice to help others, we should not be surprised by 
the positive relationship between the variables. In addition to shedding light on employee partici-
pation in discretionary pro-environmental behaviors, the analysis builds on past research and 
provides further evidence of the positive relationship between PSM and OCBs (see Christensen 
& Whiting, 2009; Kim, 2006; Pandey et al., 2008).

That PSM is related to employee participation in discretionary workplace behaviors like eco-
initiatives fits into a broader theme of scholarship with management implications where some 
have started to think of PSM as an organizational resource that can be cultivated and activated by 
public managers to enhance organizational performance. Mechanisms that can be used to culti-
vate PSM in the organization include attraction, recruitment, selection (Leisink & Steijn, 2008), 
the organizational and employment contexts (e.g., Moynihan & Pandey, 2007; Wright & Pandey, 
2008), and through leadership (Paarlberg & Lavigna, 2010; Wright, Moynihan, & Pandey, 2012). 
Recently, experimental evidence finds that PSM can, in fact, be a resource activated through 
leadership in public organizations (Bellé, 2014; Pedersen, 2013). If PSM is an organizational 
resource, understanding the full scope of behaviors that might be a result of PSM’s presence is 
important for public managers.

One of the ways we have nuanced that understanding here is to explore the way PSM may 
condition other important workplace attitudes like organizational commitment. We found that 
PSM’s conditional impact is not uniform but that for certain employees it can reinforce other 
positive workplace attitudes (e.g., organizational commitment) and even serve as a substitute for 
low levels of organizational commitment when it comes to the performance of OCB-E.

More broadly, by identifying additional domains of behaviors that might be affected by the 
activation of PSM, scholars can identify more ways that PSM can be related to employee behav-
iors supportive of public purposes and normative expectations of public employees as stewards 
of the public’s resources, both financial and environmental. For public managers, this research 
suggests additional ways that PSM might be related to non-task-related behaviors that support 
organizational goals.
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Notes

1. Similarly, general management scholars have identified ecological sustainability as an important 
dimension of corporate social responsibility (Carroll, 1999) and have examined the “greening” of inter-
nal policies and processes to enhance ecological sustainability (e.g., Bortree, 2009; Green, Morton, & 
New, 2000)

2. Scholars have identified, for example, more than 30 different forms of organizational citizenship 
behavior (OCB; Kim, 2006) but the most frequently studied include the categories of helping, sports-
manship, self-development, individual initiative, and organizational loyalty (Organ, Podsakoff, & 
McKenzie, 2006).

3. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) states, for example, that “government agencies at all lev-
els have opportunities to practice environmental stewardship. By incorporating sound environmental 
practices into their operations, government agencies can protect the environment, lead by example, 
and provide a new dimension of public service.” (http://yosemite.epa.gov/opei/stewardship.nsf/Pages/
SearchPageGov.html?Open&;Governments, accessed June 9, 2014).

4. For a more general treatment of interactive relationships, see Brambor, Clark, and Golder (2006) as 
well as Berry, Golder, and Milton (2012).

5. We conducted an exploratory factor analysis on the items to better evaluate construct validity. All of 
the items load onto a single factor with an eigenvalue of 2.04. A parallel analysis suggested one factor 
should be retained. In addition, the Kaiser criterion and a scree test of the data both suggest retaining 
one factor. The factor explains approximately 28% of the item variance. A factor pattern matrix dem-
onstrated that all the items have factor loadings of at least .35.

6. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? I often feel a sense of oneness 
with the natural world around me; I think of the natural world as a community to which I belong; I 
recognize and appreciate the intelligence of other living organisms; I often feel disconnected from 
nature (reversed); When I think of my life, I imagine myself as part of a larger process of living; I feel 
as though I belong to the earth as equally as it belongs to me; I have a deep understanding of how my 
actions affect the natural world; I often feel a part of the web of life; I feel that all inhabitants of earth 
share a common life-force; I consider myself to be a member of the top member of a hierarchy that 
exists in nature (reversed); I often feel like I am only a small part of the natural world around me; My 
personal welfare is independent of the welfare of the natural world (reversed).

7. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? I care about the fate of my 
organization; I feel my values are similar to my organization.

8. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following? Meaningful public service is very impor-
tant to me; I am not afraid to go to bat for others, even if it means I will be ridiculed; I am often 
reminded by daily events about how dependent we are on one another; I am prepared to make enor-
mous sacrifices for the good of society; Making a difference in society means more to me than personal 
achievement.

9. Scholars have similarly argued that formal, pay-for-performance arrangements can actually discourage 
high performance behaviors in intrinsically motivated employees (e.g., Oh & Lewis, 2009).
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