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Are public officials really less satisfied than private sector 
workers? A comparative study in Brazil*

Renata Borges
Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais 

This research aims to compare the public and private sectors with regard to satisfaction at work. We 
conducted a survey with 670 professionals from both sectors in Brazil. The results of variance analysis 
confirm previous researches indicating that public officials are less satisfied with their work than private 
sector workers. However, this result does not repeat when we evaluate the satisfaction dimensions. For 
instance, public officials reported being more satisfied than private sector workers with regard to social 
environment and work stability. Unexpectedly, the results suggest that there is no difference between 
these sectors when we analyze the satisfaction with supervision. Therefore, this article is relevant for 
Brazilian managers, by offering an empirical research on the distinction between public and private. 
The article also discusses the theoretical implications, since Brazilian findings do not completely sup-
port the international literature.

Keywords: public-private comparison; satisfaction at work; public administration.

Os funcionários públicos estão realmente menos satisfeitos que os trabalhadores do setor pri-
vado? Um estudo comparado no Brasil
O objetivo desta pesquisa é comparar os setores público e privado em relação à satisfação no trabalho. 
Foi realizado um survey com 670 profissionais de ambos os setores no Brasil. Os resultados da análise 
de variância confirmam as pesquisas anteriores indicando que os funcionários públicos estão menos 
satisfeitos com seu trabalho que os trabalhadores do setor privado. No entanto, esse resultado não se 
repete quando avaliadas as dimensões da satisfação. Por exemplo, os funcionários públicos relataram 
estar mais satisfeitos que os trabalhadores da iniciativa privada em relação ao ambiente social e à 
estabilidade no trabalho. Inesperadamente, os resultados sugerem que não existe diferença entre os 
setores quando analisada a satisfação com a supervisão. Portanto, este artigo é relevante para os ges-
tores brasileiros, pois oferece uma pesquisa empírica sobre a distinção entre público e privado. Este 
artigo também discute as implicações teóricas, pois os achados brasileiros não confirmam totalmente 
a literatura internacional.

Palavras-chave: comparação público-privado; satisfação no trabalho; administração pública.
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¿Los funcionarios públicos están realmente menos satisfechos que los trabajadores del sector 
privado? Un estudio comparativo en Brasil
El objetivo de esta investigación es comparar los sectores público y privado con relación a la satisfacción 
en el trabajo. Se realizó un survey con 670 profesionales de ambos sectores en Brasil. Los resultados 
del análisis de varianza confirman las investigaciones anteriores indicando que los funcionarios públi-
cos están menos satisfechos con su trabajo que los trabajadores del sector privado. Sin embargo, ese 
resultado no se repite cuando se evalúan las dimensiones de la satisfacción. Por ejemplo, los funciona-
rios públicos reportaron estar más satisfechos que los trabajadores del sector privado con relación al 
ambiente social y la estabilidad en el trabajo. Inesperadamente, los resultados sugieren que no existe 
diferencia entre los sectores cuando se analiza la satisfacción con la supervisión. Por lo tanto, este 
artículo es relevante para los gestores brasileños, pues ofrece una investigación empírica acerca de la 
distinción entre público y privado. Este artículo también discute las implicaciones teóricas, pues los 
hallazgos brasileños no confirman totalmente la literatura internacional.

Palabras clave: comparación público-privado; satisfacción en al trabajo; administración pública.

1. Introduction

Brazilian public administration had endured so far three major reforms in the public sys-
tem as an attempt to professionalize and modernize public institutions. In the years of 1937 
and 1967, it was possible to identify the shift from the patrimonialist administration to the 
bureaucratic model, inspired on Weber’s perspective. In 1995, other reform was conducted 
influenced by the British public reform, which was driven by the ‘new public management’ 
principles (Matias-Pereira, 2008).  The ‘new public management’ approach asserts that public 
organizations should import managerial techniques and processes from private sector. “In 
particular, public managers should seek to emulate the supposedly successful techniques of 
their private sector counterparts, e.g. management by objectives, total quality management, 
performance-related pay” (Boyne, 2002:97).

An opposite stream of researchers offer criticism to the exacerbate mimicry from private 
organizations. Grandy (2009) asserts that one of the criticism against ‘new public manage-
ment’ is related to the efficiency association with private administration. Efficiency in public 
organizations is different from private organizations because the later is embedded in a com-
petitive environment and is concerned in maximizing profit, while the former might sacrifi-
ce efficiency in favor to social values. Additional aspects, regarding the difference between 
public and private organizations, have also been highlighted such as the distinction of goals, 
structure, motivation, and human resource management (Rainey and Bozeman, 2000).

Given such criticism, why do theorists and practitioners compare public and private 
organizations? Why, according to Rainey and Bozeman (2000), does the public-private com-
parison represent a substantial and growing body of empirical evidence in the literature? 
The answer is that one sector has a lot to learn from another because so far they have been 
sharing common pathologies like interpersonal work rules, resistance to change, struggles of 
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power, isolation of workers and managers, and centralized decision-making (Hartle, 1985). 
The public-private comparison is also relevant to understand the environment in which the 
transferability of management techniques occurs. Besides the practical reasons, Perry and 
Rainey (1988) add that the organizational theory can be improved if it is possible to make 
overgeneralizations by understanding the differences and similarities between both sectors.

Empirical findings are not conclusive regarding the difference between public and pri-
vate organizations. Boyne’s (2002) evaluation on 34 quantitative studies, suggests that pu-
blic management is characterized by more bureaucracy, a stronger desire to promote public 
welfare, and lower organizational commitment. Rainey and Bozeman’s (2000) review on two 
decades of empirical research comparing public and private organizations, draws attention 
to this a priori assumption —private organizations do better that public ones— may lead to 
a biased conclusion. In sum, the literature suggests that general assumptions cannot still be 
made in the public and private comparison.

Both sides present important remarks. An indiscriminate imitation of the success-
ful practices of business administration may not necessarily lead to good results in the pu-
blic sector. Indeed, more empirical research is needed to support the decision making of  
public administrators. Rainey and Bozeman (2000:462) assert that “in governmental policy 
making about public personnel administration, a priori assumptions once again seem to have 
defeated accumulated evidence”, even though some empirical findings might suggest equal or 
slightly higher general satisfaction in the public sector. This illustrates that much still has to 
be done to draw attention of public managers to the public-private distinction.

Therefore, the objective of this research is to investigate the differences of work satisfac-
tion between the public and private organizations. In this sense, this study attempts to explore 
if the dimensions of work satisfaction are different for public and private organizations. By 
answering the research question, it is also possible to address additional issues such as con-
trasting the Brazilian results on public-private comparison regarding work satisfaction with 
the U.S. research findings and the international literature on the subject.

This study seeks to contribute to the public-private distinction literature by overcoming 
some limitations of previous research as pointed out by Boyne (2002) and Rainey and Boze-
man (2000). The authors argue that response bias, low response rates, selection effects, weak 
internal validity, and social desirability responses reduce previous findings’ representative-
ness. In contributing to the literature, this study overcomes the temporal bias by analyzing re-
cently collected data, addresses the response bias by including in the sample employees from 
all hierarchical levels, and assesses the industry limitation by adding data from four different 
industries.

Regarding the Brazilian literature, this study has much to offer because it provides an 
empirical comprehension of the public administration state reforms’ outcomes, adds to the 
literature about the public-private distinction, and contributes to promote diversity in the 
public administration research field. To the practitioners, this study intends to support public 
managers’ decision-making with empirical data.  Public managers also need to have available 
research results to learn from private sector with caution by being aware of the differences 
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between public and private employees’ needs and perceptions of organizational environment 
and job related characteristics.

2. Literature review

Regardless ownership, funding, or control type, organizational change has been a reality that 
organizations have to face to pursue ‘efficiency’ (despite the possible difference in public and 
private sectors). The changes might be motivated by the necessity to improve service quality 
delivered to the population and to increase the level of professionalization in public organiza-
tions; or by the increase of competitiveness, introduction of new technologies, and variations 
in the preferences of consumers or partners in private companies. Currently, these changes 
lead to the adoption or development of new managerial practices which appeals to employees’ 
motivation and involvement as an important factor of success because in some ways employe-
es have to change their behavior to deal with new demands. In fact, Beck and partners (2008) 
posit that one most common obstacle of implementing changes is resistance, which is often 
related to the low level of work satisfaction.

Human resource is the basic potential of any company, industry or service, public or pri-
vate, big or small. Having a committed and satisfied workforce facilitates changes, contributes 
to high productivity (Hauskennecht et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2008), improves service quality 
and performance (Zhou et al., 2008), brings flexibility, and enrich organizational climate (Ha-
ckman and Oldham, 1980). Creativity and innovation has never been so important for firm’s 
survival (Cabrera, Collins and Salgado, 2006). Zhou and partners (2008) found that em-
ployees’ satisfaction partially mediated the impact of market orientations behavior on product 
quality, and employees’ satisfaction fully mediates the effect of market orientation behavior 
on organizational performance. They conclude that satisfied employees help organizations to 
translate market orientation activities into superior products and performance.

	 Work satisfaction has also been identified as an important factor that influences ab-
senteeism and turnover. Job satisfaction plays a considerable role on individual’s decisions 
to quit their jobs (Chen et al., 2011; Proenca, 2012). High rates of absenteeism and turnover 
result in serious problems to organizations because it raises costs and frequently, leads to pro-
ductivity losses (Hausknecht et al., 2008). The cost of losing employees might be particularly 
high when it also involves the loss of tacit knowledge (Droege and Hoobler, 2003). Lee and 
partners (2008) investigate the job satisfaction effect on employees’ turnover. The authors 
estimates how job satisfaction affects turnover in different turnover groups: those quitting 
after successfully searching for other jobs, those quitting to search for other job, those living 
in response to unsolicited job offers, and those leaving due to family reasons. The results in-
dicate that job satisfaction is a strong predictor for the first two groups, and a weak predictor 
for the third group. Accordingly, Yücel (2012) found that high levels of job satisfaction results 
in lower turnover intention and higher commitment in a sample of 250 Turkish employees.
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Edmans (2012) evaluated the links between work satisfaction and firm value inste-
ad of focusing on the link between work satisfaction and individual job performance. After 
analyzing the 100 best companies to work in America, the author concluded that, consistent 
with organizational behavior literature, work satisfaction is beneficial for firm value since it is 
directly related to the financial outcomes of the organization.

In the organizational behavior literature, work satisfaction has been defined as “result 
from the perception that one’s job fulfills or allows the fulfillment of one’s important job va-
lues” (Locke, 1976:1307). Thus, identifying the job values and how employees perceive it has 
been satisfied is crucial to work satisfaction research.

Walton (1973), for example, identifies eight factors: fair reward, safe work conditions, 
the use of skills, possibility of growth, inter-relationship in work, equity, social significance 
of the work, and reduction of the work-family conflict. Westley (1979) states four major 
problems that should be solved in order to promote work satisfaction: the sense of economic 
injustice should be reduced by sharing profit and sealing productivity deals; the feeling of 
political instability should be reduced by creating worker advisory boards; the psychologi-
cal alienation should be reduced by enriching the task; and, finally, the sociological anomy 
should be reduced by creating structured work groups. Hackman and Oldham (1980) de-
veloped the job diagnostic survey to measure the causes of work satisfaction. The authors’ 
basic idea is that promoting task enrichment will increase the level of work satisfaction.  
Werther and Davis (1983) argue that satisfactory and productive positions are essential for 
job satisfaction. They propose that redesigning positions must account for organizational and 
behavioral needs. Lastly, Huse and Cummings (1985) focus on the employees’ involvement 
in the decision-making.

In sum, studies on work satisfaction usually highlight how organizational characteris-
tics and job-related conditions influence the perception of work satisfaction. According to 
Glisson and Durick (1988), empirical findings have supported the assumption that employees’ 
satisfaction at work are intrinsically related to aspects of the task itself such as the amount 
of complex and different abilities employees use to perform their daily activity and the job 
overall importance to the organization, co-workers, and society.

The context in which employees are embedded also influence individuals’ perceptions 
related to the fulfillment of important job values. In this sense, organizational context plays 
a major role as source of satisfaction or dissatisfaction in the workplace. Public and private 
sectors have their own specificities since private organizations are embedded in a competitive 
environment which the main concern is maximizing profit whereas public organizations mi-
ght consider sacrificing efficiency in favor of social welfare (Grandy, 2009).

2.1 Work satisfaction on public and private sectors

Work satisfaction has also been researched in the public-private context. DeSantis and Durst 
(1996) found that monetary reward and personal characteristics such as educational level 
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are strongly related to job satisfaction in private employees while job significance and or-
ganizational climate is stronger for public employees. Buelens and Broeck (2007) draw at-
tention to interesting aspects of job satisfaction. They conducted an empirical research with 
3723 employees from both sectors in Belgium. The findings suggest that public employees 
have higher levels of work satisfaction because they experience less work-family conflict, 
they have fewer working hours, present less willingness to exert considerable effort on the 
behalf of the organization, and are less motivated by extrinsic rewards when compared to 
private sector employees.

It illustrates how the literature on work satisfaction comparing public and private orga-
nizations does not converge toward the a priori assumption that private employees are more 
satisfied with their jobs than public employees (Rainey and Bozeman, 2000). In fact, the lack 
of convergence might be related to the multidimensionality of the work satisfaction concept, 
which leads to a great variety of measurement instrument available in the literature.  Howe-
ver, such variety may not be an issue when broad similarities about what workers expect from 
their jobs are identified (Henne and Locke, 1985). In general, people want to be paid with 
fairness (competitive benefits, be able to meet their own expenses, and equality related to po-
sitions); employees want to have the possibility of growth in their careers through a fair and 
transparent system; workers want to be treated with respect by a competent supervisor who 
recognizes, rewards, and allows some degree of participation in decision-making processes; 
people want to work in a pleasant and safe work environment; and, finally, workers want to 
work without the constant threat of losing their jobs.

In this sense, the results reveal that whether or not public employees are more satis-
fied than private ones depends on the question researchers are trying to answer. It means 
that, if work satisfaction has been assessed as a result of work-family conflict, stress level, 
and organizational environment, for example, public employees will report higher levels of 
work satisfaction than private employees. If work satisfaction has been assessed as a result 
of reward, career development, and autonomy, private employees will report higher levels of 
work satisfaction than public workers (Buelens and Broeck, 2007).

Rainey (1983) investigated 40 middle managers of public and private organizations in 
the U.S. The findings confirm that public managers are less satisfied than private managers 
when they perceive that their own performance is weakly related to monetary incentives. On 
assessing data from the National Longitudinal Surveys of Youth (NLSY), DeSantis and Durst 
(1996) show that public employees report higher work satisfaction than private employees 
regarding organizational climate and quality of supervision. Karl and Sutton (1998) compa-
red 170 public organizations with 47 private firms in the U.S. The results indicate that private 
sector workers value good wages the most, while public sector workers place higher value on 
significant and interesting work.

The quality of supervision and degree of bureaucracy were also found to influence the 
level of work satisfaction in both sectors. In the private sector, Finlay and partners (1995) 
report that even when job ambiguity, job variety, and job autonomy were included, the exis-
tence of a low degree of standardized procedures and a high degree of communication across 
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the organization was found to have significant positive effects on work satisfaction. In the U.S. 
public sector, effective supervisory communication allied with a participative management 
style was found to positively influence the levels of work satisfaction (Kim, 2005). In a public-
private comparison, Rainey (1983) supports the propositions that public managers will show 
lower scores in work satisfaction because they perceive high levels of formalization.

Regarding the overall concept of work satisfaction private employees will tend to re-
port higher levels of work satisfaction than public workers. Although there is an attempt to 
professionalize public administration supported by the New Public Management principles, 
the public sector still faces traditional problems as result of red tape, for example the lack of 
autonomy, reduced capacity to reward employees, and failure to promote them without poli-
tical influence.  Thus, based on the international literature findings, the following hypothesis 
is proposed:

H1. Private employees are more likely to report higher levels of work satisfaction than public 
employees.

Work satisfaction is a broad concept that does not add much about the reason why 
employees are satisfied. Analyzing the aspects of work satisfaction, such as satisfaction with 
compensation, possibility of growth, quality of supervision, organizational environment, and 
job security, as proposed by Walton (1973) and Hackman and Oldham (1980), allow a better 
understanding of the phenomena. Hence, it is possible to indentify specifically in what featu-
res employees are satisfied or dissatisfied by adopting this perspective.

In a qualitative research, Annakis and partners (2011) found that work satisfaction is 
related to the quality of supervision and organizational environment in Australian private 
organizations. In accordance, DeTienne and partners (2012) add that the environment plays 
a critical role on work satisfaction. The survey results indicate that organizations significantly 
reduce the level of work satisfaction by allowing moral stress to develop. The investigation 
of Ferguson and Cheek (2011) draw attention to the influence of supervision on work satis-
faction. Their findings suggest that employees’ satisfaction is substantially affected by their 
supervisor because workers are more satisfied with their jobs if they perceive their job related 
efforts are not constrained by their supervisor.

Comparing public and private sectors, the research of Wang and partners (2012) im-
plies that public employees are more satisfied that private workers in relation to job security 
because the ultimate reason individuals search for public jobs are their greater need for se-
curity. Public employees also look for a less competitive and more supportive environment 
in the workplace. On the other hand, private employees reported higher levels of satisfaction 
with reward and possibility of growth, explained by the level of salary pay, flexibility in work 
process, and autonomy, which are higher than the public sector.

Based on the international literature on the public-private distinction, we can expect 
different perceptions related to work satisfaction. Previous research findings indicate that pu-
blic employees still value aspects that motivated them to look for public jobs in the first place, 
such as job security and social environment (Perry and Wise, 1990). On the contrary, private 
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employees value aspects of the job related to financial incentives and the real possibility to 
reach higher positions in the organizational hierarchy.

In relation to supervision, although the international literature suggests that private em-
ployees will be more satisfied due to the lack of political influences, it is important to address 
that Brazilian environment might influence such reasoning. In Brazil, the boundaries between 
work and personal spheres are not as high as in the U.S., for example. It means that Brazilian 
employees frequently develop friendships in the workplace mixing personal and professional 
relationships. This phenomenon exists to a greater degree in public administration due to job 
security and patrimonialist aspects (Motta, 1996). Following this reasoning, managers in pu-
blic sector tend to be less effective than their counterparts in the private sector because they 
also have to take into account personal relations in the workplace when making a decision. 
Moreover, public managers face severe constraints regarding personnel management which 
reduces their ability to minimize the influence of personal relationships. Thus, since public 
managers to not exert their authority as private managers do, public employees will tend to 
be more satisfied with supervision than private workers.

Therefore, regarding the five dimension of work satisfaction, the following hypotheses 
are posed comparing both sectors:

H2. Private employees are more likely to report higher levels of satisfaction with compensations 
than public employees.
H3. Private employees are more likely to report higher levels of satisfaction with the possibility of 
growth than public employees.
H4. Public employees are more likely to report higher levels of satisfaction with job security than 
private employees.
H5. Public employees are more likely to report higher levels of satisfaction with supervision than 
private employees.
H6. Public employees are more likely to report higher levels of satisfaction with social environ-
ment than private employees.

3. Methodology

In order to answer the research question and to test the hypotheses, we conducted a survey 
research. Individuals who are employed in public and private organizations are the unit of 
analysis of this research. According to Babbie (2007), for social researchers who are interes-
ted in collecting original data for describing a population too large to observe directly, survey 
research is probably the best method available. Fowler (2008) adds that one of the objectives 
of survey methodology is to minimize the random differences between the sample and the 
population.
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3.1 Population and sample

This study assess employees from the Minas Gerais State Secretaries of Education, Health, and 
Administration and Planning, which occupy the first, third, and fifth positions respectively in 
the rank of working employees’ expenses. The State Secretary of Education is responsible for 
formulating and coordinating the Minas Gerais state educational policies and for supervising 
policy implementation in institutions that are under the state competency. The mission of the 
State Secretary of Health is to formulate, regulate, and foment the health policies of Minas 
Gerais state according to the population needs; and also assure the functioning of the Health 
Unique System The aim of the State Secretary of Planning and Administration is to integrate 
governmental actions through coordination and planning, to support the Minas Gerais state 
development, and to improve the quality of life of Minas Gerais citizens.

The private sector is represented in this study by the two largest mining organizations 
of Brazil (Valor Econômico, 2010). The mining sector has contributed to 70 billion dollars per 
year, representing 5% of Brazilian’s GDP while the industrial sector in Brazil represents 28% 
of the GDP, according to the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE, 2012). 
How these represent Brazilian private organizations is assessed by Rodrigues (2002) who 
investigated one of the organizations in the mining industry comparing the cultural traits 
existent in the Brazilian society with those identified in the organizational culture. The results 
indicate that the culture of mining multinational organizations in Brazil is consistent with the 
cultural patterns of Brazilian organizations in general, as described by Javidan and partners 
(2006). In the Brazilian private organizations the deadlines are strictly observed, the formali-
ty is respected as well as the hierarchy, and the view is focused on the long term.

In the State Secretaries of Education, Health, and Planning and Administration, the 
amount of employees who participated of this study are 347, 326, and 252, respectively. In 
the private organizations researched, 339 employees participated in this study. Before running 
the analysis, we assessed the variance between and within the public and private samples. 
The results show, as expected, homogeneity within the three secretaries and the two private 
organizations, followed by heterogeneity between the two groups — public and private em-
ployees. Therefore, indicating that the sample is suitable for its purpose.

As a result of power analysis, at least 243 cases are needed to detect, at .05 significance 
level, a medium population effect of .15 (the strength of the relationship between two varia-
bles in a statistical population of .15 will be detected) with 95% of probability. At any given 
α level, increased sample sizes always produce greater power of the statistical test. In a post 
hoc power analysis utilizing the G*Power software, the results indicate a power of .996 for the 
sample size of 339 (because it is the smallest sample). The effect size and the significance le-
vel were also computed to evaluate the impact of the sample size obtained and the new power 
level achieved. The results indicate that the values set previously remained unchanged.

Therefore, the sample size of 339 for the private sector is adequate for this study. For 
the public sector, the sample will be randomly reduced to keep the parity to the private sector 
for two reasons. The first is that comparing groups with unequal sample sizes influences the 
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analysis and requires additional interpretation of the results. The second reason is that, accor-
ding to Hair and partners (2010), sample sizes greater than 400 respondents lead to overly 
sensitive statistical tests, demanding the researcher to examine all significant results to ensure 
they have practical significance.

3.2 Instrument design and development

The standardized questionnaires administered are comprised of two sections. The first section 
assesses the individual characteristics, which are the demographic questions with no identifi-
cation of the respondent, just identifying the firm’s membership. The second section measures 
the construct work satisfaction. The questionnaire is composed by a combination of the Job 
Diagnostic Survey instrument developed by Hackman and Oldham (1980) and the eight fac-
tors identified by Walton (1973). Five variables capture contextual work satisfaction, which 
are defined as:

a.	Satisfaction with job security is the amount of threat an employee has to lose his/her job.

b.	Satisfaction with rewards and benefits is the amount of pay and benefits the employee receives.

c.	 Satisfaction with organizational environment is the amount of satisfaction with the organi-
zational climate.

d.	Satisfaction with supervision is the degree of quality, respect, and fair treatment that the 
supervisor treats the employee.

e.	Satisfaction with the possibility of growth is the likelihood to get a better position in the or-
ganization.

The measurement of each variable consists of at least three items that were assessed 
using a five point Likert type scale varying from 1 for extremely dissatisfied to 5 for extremely 
satisfied. To illustrate, the questions are: the amount of pay I receive, the amount of fringe bene-
fits I receive, and the degree to which I am fairly paid for what I contribute to this organization, 
for satisfaction with reward; and the degree of respect and fair treatment I receive from my boss, 
the amount of support and guidance I receive from my supervisor, and the overall quality of the 
supervision I receive in my work, for satisfaction with supervision.

According to the measurement model, the overall concept of work satisfaction is a combi-
nation of each of its dimensions (Hackman and Oldham, 1980). Thus, work satisfaction accounts 
for satisfaction with security, rewards and benefits, possibility of growth, organizational environ-
ment, and supervision. The measure of work satisfaction is, therefore, composed by an average 
of the five dimensions. In this sense, it is possible to identify the most influential variables that 
compose the construct work satisfaction by assessing the measurement model validity.

The administration of the questionnaire followed the same procedures for all organi-
zations. The managers of each department were informed about the research objectives and 
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invited to meet the researcher at the organization’s auditorium in a previously scheduled time. 
They were also asked to extend the invitation to their subordinates. Hence, this is a convenience 
sample, in which individuals were selected due to their accessibility. As soon as the employees 
arrived in the organization’s auditorium, they were informed about all aspects of the research 
project, that there was no need for individual identification, and the voluntary characteristic of 
the participation. In addition, in the first page of the paper-based questionnaire, a letter reinfor-
ced the objectives of the research, the voluntary participation, anonymity, and confidentiality of 
the information. In fact, no direct identification of individual subjects was possible because no 
personal information such as name, date of birth, or social security number, was recorded.

Because social research usually deals with subjective constructs which by nature mi-
ght accounts for bias, the common method variance is usually mentioned. Common method 
variance is a systematic variance introduced into the measure as result of the measurement 
technique utilized. Usually, self-reports questionnaires (because self-report measures are  
supposed to be correlated), social desirability (it might inflate observed correlations), negati-
ve affectivity (respondent’s negative emotions might bias the relationships in a negative direc-
tion), and acquiescence (the tendency to agree with the items no matter the content) are cited 
as most usual sources of common method variance. As result, several statistical procedures 
were developed to overcome this problem, such as the traditional MTMM matrix procedure, 
the CFA-based MTMM technique, Harman’s single-factor test, and marker-variable technique 
(Malhotra, Kim and Patil, 2006).

Common method bias, resulting from common method variance, represents the de-
gree of the discrepancies between the observed and the true relationships between constructs 
(Doty and Glick, 1998). In fact, some authors believe that it is an urban legend that everything 
measured with the same method shares common method variance, because the presence of 
common method variance does not necessarily lead to common method bias (Doty and Glick, 
1998; Malhotra, 2004; Spector, 2006). Spector (2006) points out that the multi-method cor-
relations were not consistently found smaller that the mono-method correlations and suggests 
that instead of focusing the attention on the method employed, the researcher should consi-
der looking for alternative solutions depending on the nature of the construct of interest.

Although self-reported questionnaires are vulnerable to common method variance, the 
researcher can employ some strategies to minimize its effects, such as assuring the respon-
dents anonymity and confidentiality, using different scales and inverted items to assess the 
construct, sensitizing the respondent to answer the questions honestly, counterbalancing the 
order of the questions, and utilizing well established instruments available in the literature. 
All these strategies were employed in this research.

3.3 Analysis strategy

Broadly, the data analysis consisted of employing data reduction technique (confirmatory 
factor analysis) to assess the reliability and validity of the measurement instrument. Since 
we utilized well known and extensively tested instruments available in the literature, there 
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is no need to run an exploratory factor analysis (Creswell, 2010). To test the hypotheses, an 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to assess the group differences. But, first, we de-
tected and handled outliers, searched for missing data patterns, and tested for normality and 
homoscedasticity assumptions. The SPSS software was used to run data preparation analysis 
and analysis of variance. The confirmatory factor analysis was run on EQS software to test the 
measurement model since work satisfaction is a latent variable.

4. Findings

As specified in the power analysis, we reduced the number of respondents from the public sec-
tor to maintain the parity to private sector by selecting randomly 42% of public sector cases. 
We also checked whether the proportion of each organization was kept. See Table 1 for the 
sample demographic characteristics in each sector.

Ta b l e  1
Demographic data

Private Public Private Public

Gender Male 282 100 Parenthood Have children 209 111

Female 36 244 Do not have children 103 123

No response 3 5 No response 9 80

Age less than 25 yrs old 52 17 Tenure Less than 1 yr 46 94

from 26 to 30 yrs 41 19 from 1 to 5 yrs 56 115

from 31 to 35 yrs 49 23 from 6 to 10 yrs 51 1

from 36 to 40 yrs 64 30 from 11 to 15 yrs 58 12

from 41 to 45 yrs 53 61 from 16 to 20 yrs 56 52

more than 45 yrs old 61 196 more than 20 yrs 50 30

No response 1 3 No response 4 39

Marital Single 88 93 Position Manager / Supervisor 8 64

status Married 211 185 Engineer / Analyst 50 146

Divorced 16 37 Operational technician 53 173

Widow 2 18 No response 1 102

No response 4 16

Educational Basic education 5 14 Salary Less than 11,000.00 42 30

level Elementary school 50 26 (dollars from 11,000.00 to 25,999.00 44 17

High school 205 99 per year) from 26,000.00 to 36,990.00 12 9

Graduate 35 94 from 37,000.00 to 73,990.00 4 111

Posgraduate 24 115 More than 74,000.00 7 123

No response 2 1 No response 3 80

Source: Research data.
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To access the instrument/model reliability and validity, Hair and partners (2010) point 
out that multiple fit indices should be reported to indicate a good measurement model, such 
as chi-square statistics (X²), at least one absolute fit index, one incremental fit index, one 
goodness-of-fit index, and one badness-of-fit index. The chi-square value and the associated 
degrees of freedom, which is the difference between the observed and estimated covariance 
matrices, is expected to be significant due to the overall sample size. The root mean square 
error of approximation (RMSEA) is acceptable below .10, and the cutoff value for the compa-
rative fit index (CFI) and the goodness-of fit index (GFI) is .90. Poor fit indices, low standardi-
zed factor loadings, and high errors provide evidence of the lack of unidimensionality.

Assessing the measurement model convergent validity also includes analyzing the path 
estimates, standardized residuals, and modification indices. Hair and partners (2010) argue 
that standardized path estimates with absolute values lower than .50 are candidates for de-
letion, which standardized residuals with absolute values greater than 4.0 suggest potential 
error, and that modification indices can be used only as guide to model improvements since 
researchers must rely on theory in the first place. As result of the confirmatory factor analysis, 
the work satisfaction measurement model [X²(75) = 692.56, p < .01] returned GFI (.98) and 
CFI (.91) values greater than .90 and RMSEA (.09) indices below .10. No standardized resi-
duals exceeded the ± 4.0 threshold and all standardized factor loadings scored significantly 
above .50.

For the work satisfaction variables the average variance extracted (AVE) and reliability 
measures exceeded the threshold values. Since all standardized factor loadings are greater 
than .50, the AVE of the latent variables are greater than 50%, and, finally, the Cronbach’s 
alpha reliability measure exceeds the .70 value, we conclude that the measurement model 
indicates good convergent validity for all latent variables. Table 2 displays the factor loadings, 
average variance extracted (AVE), and reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) values for the measure-
ment model.

Ta b l e  2
Measurement model reliability and validity

Construct Variables Standardized loadings AVE Reliability

Work satisfaction Security 0.695 0.513 0.708

Compensation 0.793

Possibility of Growth 0.940

Supervision 0.556

Organizational Environment 0.509

Source: Research data.

Note: All the standardized loadings are significant at p < .05.

The measurement model indicates how well the five variables (security, compensation, 
possibility of growth, supervision, and organizational environment) represent the work satis-
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faction construct. The findings indicate that among the five dimensions, possibility of growth 
is strongly associated with work satisfaction, followed by compensation (rewards and bene-
fits). Satisfaction with job security is the third most influential variable. Lastly, satisfaction 
with supervision and organizational environment were also found to influence the level of 
work satisfaction.

4.1 Testing the hypothesis

To assess the differences between the public and private sectors, we run the ANOVA test. We 
run Levene’s test to determine whether the variance of public and private sectors across all 
variables are equal. Homoscedasticity assumes equal variances throughout the dataset. The 
results indicate the heterogeneity of variances across all the variables based on mean differen-
ces. Thus, the results of Welch test were reported due to their consistency when variances are 
unequal and also for many non-normal distributions (Zimmerman, 1998). Table 3 summari-
zes the research findings of the analysis of variance.

Ta b l e  3
Research findings

Variables
Private Public

F value
Mean s.d. Mean s.d.

H1 Overall Work Satisfaction 3,85 0,50 3,36 0,79 90.17*

H2 WS_Compensation 3,42 0,85 2,49 1,19 134.58*

H3 WS_Possibility Growth 3,98 0,52 2,69 1,12 361.78*

H4 WS_Job security 4,05 0,87 4,35 1,17 14.79*

H5 WS_Supervision 3,86 0,69 3,97 1,09 2,32

H6 WS_Social Environment 4,15 0,54 4,35 0,71 15.94*

Source: Research data.

n = 670, * p < .01.

Overall satisfaction, which is the work satisfaction construct, is significantly different 
for the public and private sectors [F(1, 528.49) = 90.17, p < .001]. Private employees re-
ported significantly higher levels of overall satisfaction when compared to public employees, 
supporting Hypothesis 1. Regarding the elements of overall satisfaction, four of the five com-
ponents resulted in significant differences between sectors. Satisfaction with compensation is 
significantly different for public and private employees [F(1, 606.94) = 134.58, p < .001]. 
This means that private employees reported significantly higher levels of satisfaction with 
compensation than public employees, thereby supporting Hypothesis 2.

The results indicate that satisfaction with the possibility of growth is significantly diffe-
rent between the two sectors [F(1, 476.25) = 361.78, p < .001]. Hypothesis 3 is supported be-
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cause private employees reported significantly higher levels of satisfaction with the possibility 
of growth than public employees. Satisfaction with job security is significantly different for the 
public and private sectors [F(1, 630.89) = 14.79, p < .001]. As predicted, public employees 
reported significantly higher levels of satisfaction with job security than private employees, 
supporting Hypothesis 4.

Although public employees reported higher levels of satisfaction with supervision, the 
ANOVA results indicate that there is not a significant difference between the two sectors 
[F(1, 574.99) = 2.32, p = .129], failing to support Hypothesis 5. Satisfaction with the social 
environment was found to be significantly different between the two groups [F(1, 631.14) = 
15.94, p < .001]. Thus, Hypothesis 6 is supported, indicating that public employees are signi-
ficantly more satisfied with the social environment than private employees.

5. Conclusions

This research sought to determine how work satisfaction varies across public and private sec-
tors. To answer the research question, we proposed six hypotheses, mostly consistent with the 
international literature, although the data was collected in Brazil. By supporting or failing to 
support the posed hypotheses, we can compare American’s and Brazilian’s research findings 
as well as international findings on public-private comparison.

5.1 Theoretical contributions

This study’s main contribution is adding to the public-private comparison literature by inclu-
ding non-American data and overcoming the problems of temporal bias, lack of diversity, and 
respondent bias (Boyne, 2002). This study has expanded the Brazilian literature significantly 
by providing results based on data from Brazilian public and private sectors and by accounting 
for cultural specificities. By doing so, this research also offers an initial comparison between 
Brazilian and American public-private sectors distinction.

The overall level of work satisfaction is significantly higher for private employees than 
for public employees, which supports American studies. Henne and Locke (1985) assert that 
in general, regardless ownership, people want to work in a consistent, fair, and safe envi-
ronment. However, due to formalization and bureaucracy issues, the public sector has less 
success in meeting employees’ expectations, leading to lower levels of work satisfaction when 
compared to private employees’ satisfaction (Rainey, 1983; DeSantis and Durst, 1996; Bue-
lens and Broeck, 2007).

In relation to specific aspects of work satisfaction, Rainey and Bozeman (2000) conclu-
de that depending on the research question, public employees will report different levels of 
work satisfaction. Our results confirm this assumption by revealing that public employees are 
more satisfied than private employees in some aspects, but less satisfied in other aspects. For 
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example, questions related to job security and social environment, public employees display 
higher levels of work satisfaction than private employees (DeTienne et al., 2012; Wang et 
al., 2012). However, when the questions are about compensation and the possibility of gro-
wth, private employees report significantly higher levels of work satisfaction (see also Rainey, 
1983; Buelens and Broeck, 2007; Karl and Sutton, 1998).

In contrast, our findings fail to support international findings on supervision, which 
assert that private employees are more satisfied with the quality of supervision than public 
employees (DeSantis and Durst, 1996; Ferguson and Cheek, 2011). Our data suggests that 
there is not a significant difference on satisfaction with supervision between the public and 
private sectors in Brazil, drawing attention to an important aspect of Brazilian culture, such 
as the fine line between professional and personal lives. This finding might be particularly 
interesting to the leadership research on cross-country effects since it tries to identify patterns 
of behaviors managers from all around the world should have when dealing with Brazilian 
employees (Javidan et al., 2006).

5.2 Managerial implications

This research offers valuable practical implications for managers and employees in both 
public and private sectors. First, it supports managers with empirical data, offering a way to 
enhance employees’ work satisfaction. The five dimensions of work satisfaction have been 
successfully linked as representative of the construct. The measurement model shows that 
managers might enhance work satisfaction along five aspects. Working on employees’ possibi-
lity to achieve a better position in the organization (possibility of growth) is the most effective 
way to improve individual’s satisfaction. The second most influential aspect of satisfaction is 
the compensation dimension (rewards and benefits). Job security is the third concern follo-
wed by the quality of supervision. Finally, managers can also increase the level of work satis-
faction by working on the social environment climate.

This study also aids public managers in Brazil by offering many conclusions about the 
public-private distinction. Public managers must understand the different reasons employees 
feel satisfied, and they must understand how the levels of satisfaction vary between public to 
private organizations; these understandings are crucial to public managers’ decisions to im-
port managerial techniques from the private sector. Our findings suggest that public employe-
es are more satisfied with their job security and social environment than private employees. 
Thus, managerial practices designed to increase competition and enhance organizational cli-
mate should be imported with caution.

The international literature is not supported by our findings regarding the quality of 
supervision. This study’s findings indicate that public employees are neither more nor less 
satisfied with supervision than private employees. Our best guess is that Brazilian culture 
plays a major role in the relationship between the leader and his/her team which, in turns, 
reduces significantly the differences between both sectors. This finding might be an important 
indicator of the patrimonialist influence of Brazilian culture. As suggested by Motta (1996), 
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the private sector in Brazil displays patrimonialist characteristics because interpersonal re-
lationships still influence important decisions about personnel management (at least those 
that are in managers’ hands).  Following this reasoning, it is also important for private sector 
employees in Brazil to maintain good relationships with supervisors since it entails a greater 
level of interpersonal dynamics.

5.3 Limitations and future research directions

As any research, this study also has several limitations. The methodological limitations inclu-
de the possible representativeness of Brazilian public sector, sample selection, response rate, 
and common method bias. Another limitation involves the generalizability of the findings; all 
respondents are from Brazil, thereby limiting the applicability of the results in other countries 
and research contexts. The last potential limitation of this study is the selection of the variables 
which represent the concept work satisfaction. Future research could include different variables 
or could utilize other measurement models, selecting from the many available in the literature.

Future research could also confirm or investigate why there is no difference between 
both sectors in regards to satisfaction with supervision. We assume that the Brazilian public 
sector is less negligent on this area than the U.S. public sector, for example, where stability 
does not exist and competition is enforced. Or that the Brazilian private sector is worse than 
the U.S. private sector, due to an increase of competition, conflict, and overestimation of in-
terpersonal relationship.

Future research could further the study on the mediation effect of ownership between 
work satisfaction and its predictors. The effect of ownership’s mediation in the relationship 
between job, organizational, and individual characteristics and work satisfaction might hold 
across public and private organizations, helping to clarify how work satisfaction phenomenon 
manifests in Brazil.

Finally, future research could add to the analysis hybrid organizations. Instead of focu-
sing on the public-private distinction, researchers could also improve the comprehension of 
work satisfaction by investigating how employees of mixed capital companies perceive their 
work along the five dimensions of satisfaction.

 This research seeks to offer a significant contribution, especially to the Brazilian public 
sector, since public-private comparison is relevant to understand the context in which the 
transferability of management techniques occurs. It is also important to be aware of the diffe-
rences between public and private employees’ needs and perceptions.
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