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Research on public sector attractiveness consistently reveals a gap between positive evaluations of
public missions and the actual willingness of young people to apply for government positions. This
article aims to explain this gap by analytically distinguishing two stages of career decision making: the
formation of interest and the formation of application intention. The empirical basis of the study consists
of survey data collected from students of Karaganda university of KAZPOTREBSOYUZ (N = 196)
in September 2025, who evaluated a real vacancy in the public sector. The findings demonstrate that
symbolic attractiveness associated with mission and perceived public value plays a significant role in
generating interest, but loses explanatory power at the stage of intention formation. Application intention
emerges under conditions of anticipated work constraints and early sectoral screening; whereby innovation-
oriented students exclude the public sector from their set of considered alternatives. In addition, evaluative
ambivalence is identified as a stable condition that disrupts linear transitions from values to action. The
results refine the explanatory scope of public service motivation (PSM) theory and highlight the need to
complement attraction models with mechanisms of early exclusion and ambivalent evaluation.

Keywords: public service motivation, public sector attractiveness, application intention, innovation
orientation, ambivalence, early sectoral exclusion.
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B uccieoBaHusIX TIPUB/IEKATeIbHOCTH TOCYAAPCTBEHHON C/TyKObI YCTOMUMBO (DUKCUPYETCS Pa3phIB
MEX[Y TIOJIOXKUTETHOW OLIEHKOW MyO/TMUYHBIX MUCCUN W peasibHOW TOTOBHOCTBIO MOJIOJBIX CITeI[rasTi-
CTOB T0/JjaBaTh 3asiBJIeHUs] Ha TOCy[apCTBeHHbIe JO/DKHOCTHU. Llenb HacTosllel CTaTby 3aK/IH04aeTcs: B
00bsICHEHUH [JaHHOTO pa3phiBa uepe3 pa3rpaHUyeHue IByX CTaZui KapbepHOTo peliieHust GOpMUPOBaHUS
HHTepeca U (hopMUpOBaHWsI HaMepeHHsl [1eliCTBOBaTh. OMITMPUUECKY0 OCHOBY UCC/IeZOBaHUS COCTAB/ISI-
0T IaHHbIe aHKeTHOTro orpoca ctyfeHToB KaparanauHckoro yauBepcuteta « KASIIOTPEBCORO3A» (N
= 196), mpoBeéHHOTO B ceHTsI0pe 2025 ro/ja py OIjeHKe KOHKPETHOM BaKaHCHU B FOCY/IapCTBEHHOM CeK-
tope. [Toka3aHo, UTO CUMBO/IMUECKast IPUBJIEKATeIbHOCTb, CBsI3aHHAsi C MUCCHel 1 00IeCTBeHHOH 3Ha-
YMMOCTBIO TOCYAAPCTBEHHOM CJ/Ty>KObl, OKa3bIBaeT CyllleCTBeHHOe BUsiHUe Ha (OpMUpOBaHUe HHTepeca,
O[JHAKO yTpaurBaeT OOBSICHUTETBHYIO CUIy TIpU Tepexofie K HaMepeHHIo IMojaTh 3asBiaeHue. Hamepe-
HUe GOPMUPYETCs B YCIOBUSIX OXKUJaeMbIX OTPaHUYeHH TTOBCeAHEeBHOUM paboThl U TIpeiBapUTeTbHOTO
0TpAacjeBOro 0TOOpPa, B paMKaxX KOTOPOTO MHHOBALIMOHHO OPUEHTHUPOBAHHBIE CTY/IE€HThl UCK/TFOUAIOT TO-
CyZ[apCTBEHHBIN CEKTOP M3 YMCJIa pacCMaTpyBaeMbIX ajbTepHaTUB. Kpome TOro, ycTaHOB/IEHO, UTO aM-
O1Ba/IeHTHOCTH OL|eHOK TIpe/iCTaB/isieT COO0M yCTOWUMBOE COCTOsIHME, HAapyIllatolilee TMHENHbIHN repexof
OT LIeHHOCTHBIX YCTaHOBOK K ZielcTBUI0. [1oyueHHble pe3y/ibTaThl YTOUHSIIOT TPaHUL]bl MPUMEHUMOCTU
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TeOpPUM MOTHBALIUY TOCYJapCTBeHHOTO cny>keHust (PSM) 1 yKa3bIBatOT Ha HeOOXOJUMOCTh /IOTIO/THEHUS
Mo/iefiell IpYB/IeKaTeTbHOCTA MeXaHM3MaMU paHHero UCK/IF0UeHUs U aHa/lr3a MPOTUBOPEUNBBIX OLI€HOK.

KiroueBble ¢/10Ba: MOTHBALHSI TOCYJAPCTBEHHOU CTy>KOBI, PUB/IEKaTeTbHOCT TOCYAapPCTBEHHOM CITY K-
Obl, HAMepeHUe TI0/jaTh 3asiB/IeHe, MHHOBAL[MOHHAsI OpPHeHTalWs, aMOMBa/IeHTHOCTb, PaHHee UCK/TIoYe-
HUe CeKTopa.

MEMJIEKETTIK CEKTOPJAT'BI J)K¥MBICKA KbI3bIFYIITBUIBIK ITIEH OTIHIII BEPY
HUWETIHIH APACBIHIAYBI AJIINTAKTBIKTBI TYCIHAIPY

M. Ep6atsipos, M. XKernic6aesa, >)K. Bnagumupos, 3I.0. BaiijayieroBa
! «KasmymbiHyodaebl» Kapazandbl yHusepcumemi, Kapazandbi, Kasakcman,
29ynue Knumenm Oxpud ambiHdaebi Cogpust ynueepcumemi, Cogpus, Boneapus,
3IIIbimkenm ynueepcumemi, Ilbimkenm, Kazakcman
e-mail: gulnur.baidauletova@mail.ru

MemJieKeTTiK KbI3MeTTiH TapThIM/BIIBIFBIH 3€PTTENTiH eHOeKTep/ie KOFaM/[bIK MUCCHsIJIapAbI OH, Oara-
71y MeH HaKTbl MEMJIEKETTIK Jlaya3bIMZIapFa OTiHilll Oepy HUETiHIH apachlH/IaFbl a/IaKThIK TYPAKThI TYP-
ne Oatikanmaael. OChl MaKaIaHbIH, MaKCaThl aTa/IFaH a/IlIaKThIKThl MAHCAMNTHIK, IIEITiM KaObUIJay/IbIH, eKi
Ke3€eHiH, SIFHU KbI3bIFYIIbLIBIKTBIH, Ka/IbIITAaCybl MEH HAaKThl JPEKeTKe HUETTIH, Ka/IbINTaCyblH aXXbIpaTy
apKbUIbl TYCiHZiIpY. 3epTTey/iH sMNUpUKanbiK HeriziH 2025 KbulFbl KbIpKyHek ailibiHaa «KA3TY¥ThI-
HYOOAFbI» Kaparanabl yHUBepCUTeTiHiH cTyaeHTTepi apackiHa (N = 196) »kyprisiireH cayasiHama
JlepeKTepi Kypajbl, OH/la CTY[eHTTeD MeMJ/IEKETTIK CeKTOpJaFbl HaKThl 00C >KYMbIC OPHBIH Oarasiafibl.
3epTTey HITHXKeIepi MEM/IEKETTIK KbI3METTiH MUCCUSICHI MEH KOFaM/IbIK MaHbI3IbUIbIFbIHA OaliIaHbICThI
CUMBOJIJIbIK TapPThIMABLIBIKTBIH, KbI3bIFYIIbLILIKTBIH, KQ/IbIITAaCybIHA e/1ey/li 9Cep eTeTiHiH, afnaiia eTiHill
Oepy HUeTiHe Kellly Ke3eHiHJje OHbIH TYCiHAipMesiK a/eyeTi asncipelTiHiH Kepceteni. HueT KyHzemikTi
eH0OeK KbI3MeTiHe KAaThICThI KYTi/IETiH IIeKTey/iep MeH aj/IbIH ajla CcajasblK ipikTey KaFJalblHIa KabITl-
Tacazipl, OWI peTTe WHHOBaIWsiFa OaFapiaHFaH CTYAEHTTep MeMJIEKeTTiK CEeKTOPZbl KapaCThIPbLIaThIH
HYCKaJlap KaTapblHaH epTe Ke3eH/ie ajbii TacTaiibl. COHbIMEH Karap OarasiayiapblH, aMOUBaIeHTTijTi-
i KYH/bIIBIKTApJjaH HAKThI 9PEKETKE OTY/iH ChI3BbIKTBIK JIOTMKAChIH OY3aThIH TYPaKThl KYH peTiHje ai-
KbIHJa//ibl. AJILIHFaH HITHKeslep MeMJ/IeKeTTiK Kbi3MeT MOTUBaLusickl (PSM) TeopHsiCbIHBIH, KOIAAHBLTY
LIIeKTepiH HaKThLIall, TapThIMBLUIIK MOZe/b/epiH epTe ajblll TacTay MexaHu3M/epiMeH TO/IBIKTIPY Ka-
JKeTTITiH KepceTes,.

TyiliH ce3aep: MeM/IEKeTTiK KbI3MeT MOTUBAL[USIChl, MEMJIEKETTIK KbI3MeTTiH TapThIM/IbUIbIFbI, OTiHIIII
Oepy HUeTi, UHHOBaLUsiFa OaFap/iaHy, aMOMBaIeHTTITIK, Ca/laHbl €pTe ajIbIl TacTay.

Introduction. Public sector attraction research
has become unusually consistent in documenting
one empirical pattern: early career candidates often
endorse public missions, yet frequently hesitate
to apply for public sector jobs. This pattern
has been observed across countries, cohorts, and
institutional settings, and it persists even where
public sector work is evaluated positively in terms
of social contribution and legitimacy [1 - 3]. Rather
than disappearing with improved measurement or
changing labor market conditions, the gap between
positive evaluation and application intention has
become one of the field’s most stable findings [4].

Dominant explanations of this gap are rooted
in public service motivation (PSM) and related
attraction frameworks. These approaches assume
that symbolic alignment with public values such
as commitment to societal contribution, collective
goals, or institutional purpose enters the decision
process early and exerts a downstream influence
on behavioral intention [5]. In our setting, weak
application rates are typically interpreted as
the result of incomplete information, competing
incentives, or external constraints that interfere
with otherwise positive motivations. Implicitly,
intention is modeled as the behavioral endpoint of
symbolic appeal [6].
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However, accumulating empirical evidence
challenges this assumption. Multiple studies report
that once expectations about day-to-day work
realities autonomy, flexibility, pace of decision
making, and opportunities for initiative are taken
into account, symbolic appeal no longer predicts
application behavior in a reliable or consistent
way [5]. Importantly, this pattern does not suggest
that symbolic motivations are irrelevant. Instead, it
indicates that their influence may be confined to
earlier stages of evaluation and may not extend to
the point at which individuals decide whether to
apply.

This paper argues that the persistence of the
attraction intention gap is not merely an empirical
anomaly but a conceptual problem [7]. Specifically,
prevailing attraction models’ mis specify the
decision process by treating application intention
as a continuation of symbolic interest. Intention
is not formed in the same evaluative environment
as interest [8]. While interest reflects a broad
assessment of meaning and desirability, intention
emerges under anticipated constraints, sector level
screening, and uncertainty about everyday work
experiences. Under these conditions, symbolic
evaluations do not operate as direct behavioral
drivers [8].

Two overlooked mechanisms are central to this
mi’s specification. The first is early exclusion
based on innovation related expectations. For many
students, preferences for flexibility, autonomy,
and dynamic work environments function as a
preliminary filter that determines whether the
public sector enters the considered set at all. When
such expectations are salient, symbolic appeal does
not compete with other job attributes; it becomes
behaviorally irrelevant because the sector has
already been screened out. In this study, innovation
orientation operates not as a tradeoff variable but as
a sector level exclusion logic.

The second mechanism is evaluative
ambivalence. In practice than holding coherent
and internally consistent views, students frequently
evaluate public sector work in mixed terms
simultaneously appreciating its societal value
while doubting its capacity to offer engaging

or autonomous work. This ambivalence is not
a transient state or a measurement artifact. It
represents a stable evaluative condition under
which linear value to action models lose predictive
power. When positive and negative judgments
coexist, symbolic appeal may generate interest
without resolving hesitation, leaving intention
underdetermined.

Building on these arguments, this study
reconceptualizes early career attraction to public
sector employment by analytically separating
interest from intention. Using survey data from
students evaluating a real public sector vacancy,
the analysis examines how symbolic appeal,
innovation-oriented expectations, and ambivalence
jointly shape different stages of the decision process.
The findings demonstrate that while PSM and
symbolic evaluations remain powerful predictors
of interest, they are conceptually insufficient for
explaining why individuals decide to apply. By
locating the breakdown between evaluation and
action, the paper refocuses public sector attraction
theory on the conditions under which valued public
service becomes actionable [9].

Materials and Methods. The study uses a
cross sectional survey design to examine how
symbolic appeal, innovation-oriented expectations,
and evaluative ambivalence shape distinct stages
of early career decision making: interest and
application intention. Instead, then treating
attraction as a single latent construct, the design
explicitly separates evaluative appreciation from
behavioral readiness, consistent with the paper’s
theoretical argument.

To reduce hypothetical bias, respondents
evaluated a real public sector vacancy (Deputy head
of a state institution, apparatus of the Akimat of
the Karagandy region). Anchoring evaluations in
a concrete job description ensures that responses
reflect anticipated work realities, not abstract
sectoral images. The context is analytically relevant
because public sector employment in this setting
is institutionally salient and widely associated with
organizational constraints, allowing early exclusion
mechanisms and ambivalence to surface clearly.

Data were collected between 17 and 24
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September 2025 at Karaganda university
of «KAZPOTREBSOYUZ». A targeted non

probability sampling strategy was employed [6].

While this approach does not permit population
level prevalence estimates, it is appropriate for
theory driven research focused on identifying
decision mechanisms instead than estimating
population parameters [7].

The sample is predominantly female (74%), with
most respondents in their third or fourth year
of study. A majority reported no formal work
experience, while approximately two thirds had

completed an internship in a public organization.

Gender and internship experience are included as
controls in all models due to their documented
associations with job interest and application
behavior. An a priori power analysis indicated that
the final sample provides sufficient power to detect
medium sized effects in both linear and logistic
regression models.

All variables were measured using 7-point Likert
scales.

Interest and intention were measured with items
capturing perceived job attractiveness, willingness
to accept an offer, initiative to apply, and readiness
to relocate if required.

Symbolic appeal was measured using items
capturing mission alignment, perceived societal
contribution, and meaningfulness of public service.

Innovation orientation captured preferences for
flexibility, autonomy, and a dynamic work pace.

Ambivalence was operationalized using a cross

valence index combining positive and negative
evaluations of public sector work; reliability was
assessed using the Spearman-Brown coefficient.

The analysis proceeded in three steps aligned
with the paper’s theoretical claims. First, descriptive
analyses assessed overall evaluation patterns and
divergence between interest and intention. Second,
linear regression models examined predictors
of interest, testing whether symbolic appeal
remains dominant once innovation expectations and
ambivalence are included. Third, logistic regression
models examined application intention, treating
intention as a behavioral decision in practice than a
continuous preference.

Predictor variables were mean centered
prior to analysis, and interaction terms were
computed as multiplicative products. Intention was
dichotomized for logistic regression (0 = unlikely
or neutral; 1 = likely).

Participation was voluntary, informed consent
was obtained, and responses were anonymous.
All procedures complied with institutional ethical
standards.

Results and Discussion. Table 1 summarizes
the characteristics of the sample (N = 196). The
sample is predominantly female (74%), with most
respondents in their third or fourth year of study
(92%). Slightly more than half of the respondents
(54%) receive a state scholarship. A substantial
majority report no formal work experience (75%),
while 67% have completed an internship in a public
institution.

Table 1 - Sample characteristics (N = 196)

Variable Categories %
Gender Female (145), Male (51) 74/ 26
Year of study 1st (7), 2nd (8), 3rd (98), 4th (83) | 4/4/50/ 42
State scholarship Yes (106), No (90) 54/ 46
Work experience Yes (49), No (147) 25/75
Internship in public institutions Yes (131), No (65) 67 /33
Note: Authors’ calculations based on survey data
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This composition reflects a typical early career
student population evaluating first full-time
employment opportunities. Gender and internship
experience are therefore included as control
variables in all subsequent model specifications.

Table 2 reports descriptive statistics for the

three indicators of job interest. Overall evaluations
are moderately positive: mean values range from
4.3 to 5.0 on the 7-point scale. Organizational
attractiveness (M = 4,9) and willingness to accept
an offer (M = 5,0) show relatively high central
tendency, with approximately 60% of respondents
selecting values of 5 or higher.

Table 2 - Descriptive statistics for interest indicators

Indicator Mean | % =5 | % Max | % Min
Attractiveness 4,9 62 29 9
Accept offer 5,0 60 42 9
Apply independently | 4,3 49 28 25
Note: Authors’ calculations based on survey data

In contrast, initiative to apply independently
exhibits a markedly different distribution. Although
its mean remains above the scale midpoint (M =
4.3), responses are strongly polarized, with 28%
selecting the maximum category and 25% selecting
the minimum category.

This divergence indicates that positive
evaluations of the vacancy do not translate
uniformly into readiness to act, providing early
descriptive evidence for a separation between
general interest and application intention.

Gender differences are pronounced. Among
respondents fully willing to apply (score = 7),
93% are women (51 of 55), whereas among
respondents fully unwilling to apply (score
1), 71% are men (35 of 49). Other background
characteristics show no systematic association with

interest indicators. Year of study, scholarship status,
and prior work experience do not meaningfully
differentiate evaluations. Internship experience in
public institutions is descriptively associated with
higher interest but does not exhibit sufficient
variation to support robust statistical inference
and is therefore treated as a control variable in
subsequent models.

Table 3 presents Spearman correlations between
value orientations and indicators of job interest.
Two consistent patterns emerge. Orientations
toward social mission, stability, and structured work
are positively associated with all interest indicators,
with correlations ranging from p ~ 0,32 to 0,52.
In contrast, innovation orientation is negatively
associated with each indicator, with correlations
ranging from p ~ —0,27 to -0,55.

Table 3 - Spearman correlations (p) between values and interest indicators

Orientation | Attr. | Accept | Apply | Relocate | Consider
Mission 0,46 0,52 0,38 0,38 0,50
Stability 0,48 0,38 0,38 0,31 0,51
Structure 0,42 0,32 0,37 0,13 0,36

Innovation | -0,55 | -0,47 -0,41 -0,27 -0,53
Note: Authors’ calculations based on survey data
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Notably, innovation orientation exhibits
the strongest associations in absolute terms,
particularly with organizational attractiveness and
willingness to accept an offer. This pattern indicates
that preferences for autonomy and dynamic work
environments are systematically related to lower
evaluations of the public sector vacancy at the
interest stage.

Overall, the correlation structure shows a
clear alignment between value orientations and
early evaluative judgments, while remaining

agnostic about whether these associations extend
to application intention a question addressed in
subsequent multivariate analyses.

Table 4 reports the results of an exploratory
factor analysis conducted on the 18 attitude
items. Sampling adequacy was high (KMO
0,82), exceeding commonly accepted thresholds for
factorability. Three factors with eigenvalues greater
than one were extracted, jointly explaining 68% of
the total variance.

Table 4 - Exploratory factor analysis of attitudinal items (N = 196)

Item General Mission Prestige Material Organizational
Evaluation Conditions
Organizational attractiveness 0,81 - -
Willingness to accept an offer 0,78 - -
Initiative to apply 0,72 - -
Recommend the job to others 0,69 - -
Societal contribution - 0,82 -
Public value - 0,79 -
Trustworthiness of - 0,74 -
organization

Organizational prestige - 0,71 -

Salary attractiveness - - 0,76

Job stability - - 0,73

Working conditions - - 0,68

Note: Authors’ calculations based on survey data

The first factor, general evaluation, captures
overall positive assessment of the vacancy,
including items related to organizational
attractiveness, willingness to accept an offer,
willingness to apply, and recommending the
job. The second factor, mission and prestige,
reflects symbolic evaluations such as societal
contribution, public value, trustworthiness, and
perceived prestige. The third factor, material and
organizational conditions, captures evaluations of
salary, stability, and working conditions. Factor

loadings ranged from 0,61 to 0,82 across all factors.

Although application related items load together
with general evaluative items at the measurement
level, subsequent analyses treat interest and
application intention as analytically distinct
outcomes, consistent with the theoretical argument
that intention is formed under different decision
conditions than general evaluation.

Factor scores for mission and prestige and for
material and organizational conditions were used as
predictors in subsequent regression analyses.

Table 5 presents results from a multiple linear
regression predicting overall interest in the
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public sector vacancy. The dependent variable
is an interest index, computed as the mean of

organizational attractiveness, willingness to accept
an offer, and initiative to apply.

Table 5 - Multiple linear regression predicting overall interest

Predictor Std. | SE | P value
Mission prestige 0,43 | 0,06 0,001
Material organizational conditions | 0,25 | 0,07 0,01
Gender (female = 1) 0,19 | 0,08 0,05
Internship experience 0,07 | 0,06 n.S.
Note: Authors’ calculations based on survey data

Mission and prestige emerge as the strongest
predictor of interest ( ~ 0,43, p < 0,001). Material
and organizational conditions also contribute
positively, though more moderately ( ~ 0,25, p <
0,01). Gender remains significant net of evaluative
controls (f = 0,19, p < 0,05), while internship
experience does not add explanatory power once
subjective evaluations are included. The model
explains approximately 45% of the variance in
interest (R2 = 0,45).

These results indicate that symbolic evaluations

dominate the formation of interest, whereas
background characteristics play a secondary role
once perceptions of the job are taken into account.

Table 6 reports results from a logistic regression
model estimating the probability of intending to
apply for the vacancy. The dependent variable is
binary and coded as 1 if the respondent reports
an intention to apply (score > 5) and O otherwise,
consistent with prior research treating application
intention as a threshold decision in practice than a
continuous preference.

Table 6 - Logistic regression estimates of application intention (N = 196)

Predictor Odds Ratio | SE | P value
Mission Prestige 1.45 0.18 .01
Stability orientation 1.32 0.16 .05
Innovation orientation 0.68 0.14 .01
Gender (female = 1) 1.60 0.25 .01
Internship experience 1.18 0.20 1.S.
Note: Authors’ calculations based on survey data

The results reveal a clear and asymmetric
pattern. Higher evaluations of mission and Prestige
are associated with an increased probability of
applying, indicating that symbolic appeal continues
to matter at the threshold of action. Stability
orientation also contributes positively to application
likelihood. In contrast, innovation orientation is

associated with a lower probability of applying,
consistent with an early exclusion mechanism.
Gender differences persist net of evaluative
controls, with women showing a significantly
higher probability of intending to apply. Internship
experience in public institutions has a positive but
comparatively weaker association with application

683



KasTbY XABAPHIBICHI - VESTNIK KazUTB - BECTHUK Ka3YTb

intention.

Overall, the logistic regression results indicate
that while symbolic and stability related evaluations
increase the likelihood of applying, innovation-
oriented expectations systematically reduce it. This
pattern mirrors the descriptive distributions and
reinforces the distinction between general interest
and application intention.

This study set out to explain a persistent paradox
in public sector attraction research: why positive
evaluations of public missions so often fail to
translate into application intentions. The results
provide a clear answer. The gap between interest
and intention is not a matter of weak motivation,
missing incentives, or insufficient information. It
reflects a misalignment between how attraction has
been theorized and how early career decisions are
actually formed.

The findings confirm a robust and well
documented pattern: symbolic appeal mission,
societal contribution, and perceived public value
strongly predicts interest in public sector work.
Students who value public service express higher
attractiveness ratings and greater openness toward
public sector employment. In this study, the
empirical foundations of PSM theory remain intact.

At the intention stage, however, symbolic appeal
does not carry over to the intention stage once
anticipated work constraints are taken into account.
When expectations about autonomy, flexibility, and
everyday work dynamics enter the decision process,
symbolic evaluations lose their predictive relevance
for application behavior. Symbolic motivations
continue to matter, though their effect appears
limited to early evaluative stages. In practice, it
demonstrates that their influence is structurally
confined to the formation of interest. Treating
intention as a behavioral extension of symbolic
alignment therefore overstates the scope of PSM
and obscures where the decision process actually
breaks down.

A central contribution of this study lies in
identifying innovation orientation as an early
exclusion mechanism. Students who associate
themselves with dynamic, flexible, and innovation

driven work environments are significantly less
likely to consider public sector employment,
not because they reject its mission, but because
they screen out the sector before symbolic
considerations can become behaviorally relevant.

For many respondents, especially those with
strong innovation preferences, this pattern
challenges attraction models based on attribute
tradeoffs. In the present case, innovation orientation
does not compete with symbolic appeal; it precedes
it. Once the public sector is excluded from the
considered set, symbolic appeal no longer functions
as a motivational input. This exclusion logic helps
explain why public sector recruitment efforts that
emphasize mission and societal impact often fail
to reach innovation-oriented candidates, even when
these candidates express strong prosocial values.

The results also demonstrate that ambivalence
is a defining feature of how students evaluate
public sector work. Instead, then expressing
coherent or one-sided attitudes, many respondents
simultaneously acknowledge the societal value
of public service and doubt its capacity to offer
engaging or autonomous work experiences. This
ambivalence is not a transient hesitation or
a measurement artifact. It represents a stable
evaluative state in which positive and negative
judgments coexist.

Under conditions of ambivalence, linear value to
action models lose explanatory power. Symbolic
appeal can increase interest without resolving
hesitation, leaving intention underdetermined.
From this perspective, the attraction intention
gap is not surprising; it is a predictable outcome
of decision making under evaluative conflict.
Models that assume evaluative coherence therefore
misinterpret ambivalence as noise, when it is in fact
a core feature of the decision environment.

Taken together, these findings imply that public
sector attraction theory needs to be reformulated
around a stage sensitive view of decision making.
Interest and intention are not successive points
on a single continuum but outcomes of distinct
evaluative processes. Symbolic appeal shapes
interest by providing meaning and legitimacy.
Innovation orientation determines whether the
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public sector is considered at all. Ambivalence
characterizes the context in which intention is
formed and explains why interest frequently fails to
convert into action.

From this perspective, the limitations of PSM

theory are conceptual rather than empirical [5].

PSM explains why individuals like public sector
work, but it cannot, on its own, explain why they
decide to apply [8]. Addressing this limitation
requires moving beyond linear attraction models
and theorizing intention as a decision formed under
anticipated constraint and unresolved evaluative
conflict.

For research, these findings call for a clearer
analytical separation between interest and intention
in studies of public sector attraction. Treating
intention as a distinct decision outcome opens
new avenues for theorizing exclusion mechanisms,
ambivalence, and sector level screening processes
that are obscured in conventional models.

For practice, the results suggest that
recruitment strategies focused exclusively on
mission and symbolic appeal are unlikely to
convert interest into applications among -early
career candidates. Addressing anticipated work
constraints particularly perceptions of autonomy
and innovation may be necessary not to increase
symbolic appeal, but to prevent early exclusion
from the considered set.

Overall, the study shows that the public sector
attracts through meaning but loses candidates
through anticipated constraint. Understanding this
dynamic requires rethinking attraction not as a
linear motivational process, but as a sequence of
evaluative filters that shape whether valued public
service becomes actionable.

Conclusion. This paper addressed a persistent
paradox in public sector attraction research:
students endorse public missions and report high
symbolic appreciation, yet often do not intend to
apply for public sector jobs. The findings show that
this paradox is not a puzzle of weak motivation or
inadequate incentives. It is a predictable outcome
of a mis specified decision model one that treats
application intention as the behavioral continuation

of symbolic appeal.
Three conclusions follow.

First, symbolic appeal is a reliable mechanism
of interest formation, not of intention. PSM and
mission related evaluations continue to explain why
early career candidates like public sector work.
Yet once anticipated work constraints enter the
decision especially expectations about autonomy,
flexibility, and the dynamics of daily work symbolic
evaluations no longer determine whether candidates
intend to apply. The theoretical implication is not
that PSM «fails», but that its explanatory scope is
stage bound: it accounts for attraction as meaning,
not for intention as action.

Second, innovation orientation operates as a
sector level exclusion logic. For a substantial
segment of students, preferences for dynamic
and flexible work environments function as an
early screening criterion that removes the public
sector from the considered set before symbolic
considerations can become behaviorally relevant.
This mechanism helps explain why mission focused
recruitment frequently produces interest without
conversion: the candidates most sensitive to
autonomy and innovation are filtered out prior to
attribute tradeoffs.

Third, ambivalence is not noise but a stable
evaluative state that reshapes how intention is
formed. Students often hold mixed judgments
valuing the societal contribution of public service
while doubting its capacity to deliver engaging and
autonomous work. Under such conditions, linear
value to action models break down: symbolic appeal
may raise interest, but it does not resolve hesitation,
leaving intention underdetermined [9].

Taken together, these conclusions require a
reformulation of public sector attraction theory.
Interest and intention should not be treated as
successive points on a single continuum but as
outcomes of distinct evaluative processes [10].
Attraction begins with symbolic meaning, but
application intention is formed under anticipated
constraint, early sectoral screening, and persistent
ambivalence. Models that continue to treat
intention as downstream symbolic attraction will
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systematically overestimate the behavioral reach of
PSM.

For public employers, the practical implication
is straightforward: mission-based messaging can
generate interest, but it cannot by itself produce
applications when candidates anticipate constrained

autonomy and limited opportunities for initiative.

Recruitment strategies that aim to convert early

dynamics expectations that trigger early exclusion
and sustain ambivalence.

Ultimately, this study changes what the field
should treat as the core explanatory problem. The
question is not only who values public service, but
when valuing public service becomes actionable
and when, by design of the decision process, it does
not.

career interest into action must address the work
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