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1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Setting the scene: Why this research?

“in sharp contrast to the distribution of most of its services, public administration stands in
direct competition with employers in the private sector in the labor market”

Ritz & Waldner (2011, p.292)

One of the most important determinants of organizational success is the ability to attract and retain
high quality employees. As Barber and Roehling (1993) eloquently argued, “the ultimate cost of
failure to attract applicants may be organizational failure™ (p.845). Public sector organizations are
not immune to this challenge. In fact, the public sector suffers a very particular disadvantage of
competing for talent with the private sector, while at the same time being expected to exclusively
deliver certain services which the private sector cannot provide (Ritz & Waldner, 2011). On top
of all that. the demand for public services continues to rise more than ever before. As Korac et al.
(2019) argued, “turbulent times, as witnessed during the global financial crisis, amphfy the
demand for public services”, yet demographic changes and diminished public trust continue to
handicap the public sector in competing for talent with the private sector (p.798). It has indeed
been argued that. in the war for talent®. the public sector already “lost attraction as the employer
of choice™ as public sector employers “tend to lose competitions with private sector employers™ in
the struggle to attract high-end talent (Asseburg & Homberg, 2020, p.82). Linos (2018) also argued
that “there is a human capital crisis looming in the public sector as fewer and fewer people show
interest in government jobs” (p.67). Surprisingly, internal recruitment and internal public service
attractiveness which would have given the public sector a distinct advantage (Harris, 2000) remain

“largely unresearched” (Billsberry, 2007).

In developed economies. the looming talent crisis has been mostly blamed on demographic
changes and the inflexible nature of the public sector (Siegel & Proeller, 2021; Korac et al., 2019;
Ritz & Waldner, 2011: Vandenabeele, 2008). Worryingly, the increased uncertainty caused by the

global health crisis and political msurgencies is likely to further exacerbate the problem as the
demand for public services rises and the supply for critical human capital declines. In developing
countries, the 1ssue might not necessarily be that the public sector cannot attract or retain any sort
of employees, especially given the high levels of youth unemployment. The bigger problem is the
increasing scarcity of skilled labor which 1s worsened by the hemorrhage of brain drain. Yet, as
Rynes and Barber (1990) rightly pointed out, in discussions of employer attractiveness, “the most
interesting questions often involve not the numbers, but the characteristics, of those attracted”
(p-290). Clearly. the challenge is not to make public organizations attractive to all kinds of
applicants, but more specifically to high quality applicants who will make a difference.

Besides the difficult task of attracting and retaining high quality public employees, many
developing countries suffer the additional complication of frequent engagement in industrial action
among public employees. As Gall (2014) noted, “the level of strike activity (might have) fallen
massively in countless countries over the last 30 years, but it was never that high in the first place
in many others™ (p.210). This certainly appears to be the case for Uganda, where public university
lecturers, public school teachers and public health workers engage in industrial action with almost
clockwork regulanty. In general terms, waves of industrial action appear to be shifting from the
private/industrial sector to the public sector, simultaneously with increased union membership n
the public sector (Kambasu, 2021; Kelly, 2015; Bewemitz & Dnbbusch, 2014). As Guaderson
2005) noted. “although strikes in the private sector may be described as declining to a whimper,

they are increasing to more of a bang in the public sector™ (p.400).

From an empirical perspective, it 1s important to understand how such a critical phenomenon
relates to the nature and structure of government employment, and whether 1t would affect the
ability of government to attract and retain talent. It might be easy to ignore industnial action or
assume that it has no effect on the attractiveness of government employment. but as Turban (2001)
advised, researchers should not assume that anything is “unimportant because it does not directly
influence attraction.” Beyond direct effects, it 15 important to mvestigate “how " attraction is
influenced (p.306). Further mspiration for studying the relationship between industnal action and
public service attractiveness has been taken from studies on similar phenomena. For example. sick

leave is a non-negotiable employee right (just like industrial action in the present context). and at
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face value, 1t might appear as 1f managers have no role to play in increasing or reducing the number
of sick days among their subordinates — because obviously when one 1s sick. they are sick.
However. research has consistently found that the frequency of sick days among employees has
strong connections with the quality of managerial leadership (Nyberg et al, 2008): the level of
organizational justice (Kivimiki er al,, 2003); and the level of supervisory support (Viananen et
al., 2003). It 1s therefore not beyond the realms of possibility to suggest that frequent public sector
employee strikes might also have links to the actions/behavior of public managers. or indeed to

the attractiveness of government as an employer.

From a theoretical perspective, most of the existing research on the attractiveness of government
employment (e.g., Ritz & Waldner, 2011; Vandenabeele, 2008; Highhouse ef al,, 2003: Lewis &
Frank, 2002) has been conducted from the theoretical lens of Public Service Motivation (PSM),
with the argument that public employees are altruistically attracted to delivering the public good
(Perry & Wise, 1990: Rainey, 1982). However, there 1s also considerable controversy on the total
effect of PSM on organizational outcomes (Bright. 2008; Gabris & Simo. 1995). Indeed, if we are
meant to believe that public employees are altruistically attracted to delivering the public good,
why then do they sometimes engage in actions that might not necessanly advance their delivery
of the public good?

Therefore, this research analyzed public service attractiveness in a unique context of frequent
engagement 1n industrial action among public employees. The research did not only investigate
how industrial action relates to public service attractiveness, but most importantly. why, and how
public employees who frequently engage in industrial action can be kept attracted (and committed)
to delivering the public good. In so doing, this research extended the much-needed public sector
employer attractiveness debate to what Billsberry (2007) described as “the largely unresearched
world of internal recruitment™ (p.144). It also extended the public sector employer attractiveness
discussion to Sub-Saharan Africa — a region that suffers severe labor shortages and constant
outflows of skilled labor through human capital flight. In terms of theory, this research pushes the
understanding of public service attractiveness beyond the PSM literature. As a truly exploratory
study. this research started with no specific variables defined a priori. The initial motivation was

simply to explore the interaction between frequent engagement in industrial action and internal
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public service attractiveness. Through a phenomenological approach, the mitial exploratory
findings defined the research variables and later, the theoretical base. This incremental approach
was also an innovative addition to the literature. especially in situations where research i1s

conducted in under-researched contexts.
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