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Do Public and Private Sector Employees Differ in
Empowerment Perceptions? A Comparative Study
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Abstract—The paper is an attempt to contribute to the
literature on whether public and private sector employees differ
in their behaviours in the organizations. Perception of
empowerment was taken up as the focus of comparison. Data .
were collected from employees of public and private sector
banks in India. Sample size was 200 from each type of
organization. Canonical discriminant analysis was applied for
the analysis. Findings prove that differences exist on the
perceptions of empowerment in both the organizations.

Index Terms—Psychological empowerment,
private sector, canonical discrimination.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Had Marx been alive, he would have wondered how dark
satanic mills have grown into bright Mephistophelean
air-conditioned cubicles, without much of change in the
concept of empowerment. When it comes to ownership,
firmly established by now is the idea that significant
organizational differences exist between both public and
private sector. By implication, authors on the subject have
assumed differences at the individual level, in both type of
organizations [1].

In the backdrop of organizational design, both public and
private sector can be viewed as the two ends of a continuum.
By definition, public sector organizations are publicly funded,
government owned and follow a bureaucratic mode of
governance. The private organizations, on the other hand, are
funded by in individual entities who have some or majority
ownership. The mode of governance is for profit. The
concept of empowerment is about a team who takes
responsibility for (ownership of) the task for the organization.
Therefore, the concept of empowerment in Public sector and
private sector revol. ves around “ownership”. The four
approaches, namely, the economist approach, the political
core approach, the normative approach and the dimensional
approach-emphasize that the two organizations are different
from each other. Theoretically, by implication, the employees
would also behave differently [2]. The generic approach, on
the contrary, presumes, that the practices in the two type of
organizations are essentially the same. Hence, the degree to
which the individuals differ in their behaviours is small. The
present study is an attempt to further the research in the area
by investigating a less visited but very important dimension
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of human behavior — empowerment. Empowerment
perceptions manifest themselves in organizational actions in
relation to others. While empowerment can be affected by
individual characteristics [3], it can, in turn be affected by job
related and organizational characteristics also. Whether
differences in ownership can cause differences in
empowerment perceptions would be the focus of the paper.
After discussing the construct of empowerment, a brief
review of relevant work would be highlighted. Research
design and methodology would be followed by results and
discussions. Implications for organizations and suggestions
for further research would be presented.

Il. EMPOWERMENT: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Empowerment can be seen as a point in the continuum of
industrial democracy. It has been treated as a motivational
construct, a relational construct and at the practical level-a
participative process [4].

Tracing the history of idea of empowerment, it has its roots
in two diametrically opposite and contradictory domains, that
is, Psychological domain and political economy with their
own sets of assumptions, predictions and outcomes.
Psychological perspective focuses on changing managerial
attitude by bringing people together, whereas Political
Economy perspective focuses on collective bargaining. In the
present paper the focus is majorly on Psychological
perspective with reference to the ownership of the firm. From
the late eighties, ever since the concept gained popularity, the
studies focused on the theory behind empowerment. The
need was delineated to make organizations more effective by
empowering employees. Attempts were made to draw
attention to the benefits of such an approach. Conducive
pratices were mentioned but the research was at best at its
primary state [5]. The concept was developed conceptually as
a task intrinsic motivation with four dimensions, namely,
meaning fullness, self determination, competence and impact
[6]. However, the construct validation of the model provided
a uniform definition of Psychological Empowerment
providing the much needed impetus for research [7].

Current research on empowerment can be divided clearly
into two main perspectives: psychological and socio
structural. The psychological approach views Employee
Empowerment as a motivational construct manifested in four
cognitions meaning, competence, self-determination and
impact. Meaning implies the value of a work goal or purpose,
judged in relation to an individual’s own ideas. Competence
or self-efficacy is an individual’s belief in his or her ability to
perform activities with skill. Where Competence is a mastery
of behavior, Self-determination is an individual’s sense of
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having choice in initiating and regulating actions. Impact is
the degree to which an individual can influence strategic
administration or operating outcomes at work. Hence,
empowerment, as a psychological state, is an active work
orientation where individual wishes and feels able to shape
his/her work role and context [8].

The socio structural approach has its roots in Kanter’s [9]
theory of power in organizations. She identified the
structures that are important to the growth of empowerment
are access to information, being provided with appropriate
resources and support to perform required tasks and access to
programs that will allow individuals to develop and upgrade
their work experience. Structural invol. ves the transfer of
power from those who hold power and decision making
authority to those down the hierarchy [10].

Structural perspective focuses on the managerial practices
and policies that will facilitate empowerment. While any list
of such practices cannot be exhaustive, a few practices have
been discussed more widely in the empowerment literature.
Since structural empowerment basically involves a
movement from top down control system towards high invol.
vement practices which entail sharing of rewards,
information across the hierarchy, the most critical areas that
need attention are-shared decision making, performance
based rewards, open information flow, leadership
development and training.

Though both the perspectives are important from the
organizational point of view, psychological empowerment is
the focus of study in comparing the perceptions of employees
in private and public sector organizations.

I1l. DEVELOPMENT OF HYPOTHESIS

Despite extensive literature survey, studies comparing
empowerment perceptions between public and private sector
organizations could not be located. The existing literature on
the subject focused on general values [11], risk assessment
[12], personal values [13], terminal and instrumental value
systems [14]. These studies focused on the individual factors
some studies focused on the job related factors. Notable
among these were job satisfaction [15], work motivation [11],
work values [16], motivational factors [15]. A few authors
researched organizational factors like commitment [11]-[19];
effectiveness of leadership [20]. The findings were
inconclusive. In the light of the above, two conclusions can
be drawn: a) lack of any comparative research on perceptions
of empowerment and b) inconclusive evidence on whether
public and private sector employees really differ in their
behaviors. The present study assumes importance in light of
the above.

The study thus proceeds with the hypothesis that- Public
and private sector employees differ in their perceptions
towards empowerment.

IV. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Banking organizations were taken up from 10 states of
Northern India. The sample size was 200 from public sector
banks and 200 from private sector banks. Canonical
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Discriminant analysis has been applied for analyzing and
interpreting the results. Responses were collected by 12—-item
questionnaire that measured variables as defined under
psychological empowerment. The measure has been
validated at the individual as well as team level [20]. It has
been shown to be invariant across gender [21], culture
[22]-[28] and contexts [30]-[33].

V. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

Descriptive statistics and canonical discriminant analysis
results have been provided in the section. Discriminant
Analysis (DA) is a statistical technique used to build a
predictive / descriptive model of group discrimination based
on observed predictor variables and to classify each
observation into one of the groups. In DA multiple
quantitative attributives are used to discriminate single
classification variable. DA is different from the cluster
analysis and the multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA). It is different from the cluster analysis because
prior knowledge of the classes, usually in the form of a
sample from each class is required. On the other hand, DA is
a reversed multivariate analysis of variance, MANOVA. In
MANOVA, the independent variables are the groups and the
dependent variables are the predictors, while in DA, the
independent variables are the predictors and the dependent
variables are the groups.

The common objectives of DA are i) to investigate
differences between groups, ii) to discriminate groups
effectively, iii) to identify important discriminating variables.

A discriminant function analysis was performed using four
variables of psychological empowerment as predictors of
membership in two groups of banks. Predictors were
meaning, competence, self-determination and impact. The
diagnostic groups were employees in public and private
sector banks.

TABLE I: GROUP STATISTICS

Bank Variable Mean Std. Deviation
Public Meaning 4. 6267 . 47088
Sector Self-determination 4.5208 40098
banks Competence 4. 1408 . 66480
Impact 4.1058 . 74651
Private Meaning 4.5025 . 54590
sector Self-determination 4. 3567 . 62205
banks Competence 4.2250 . 66157
Impact 4.2250 . 63838
Total Meaning 4.5646 . 51292
Self-determination 4. 4388 . 52909
Competence 4.1829 . 66369
Impact 4. 1654 . 69624
TABLE Il: TEST OF EQUALITY OF GROUP MEANS
Wilk’s F dfl df2 Sig.
Lambda
Meaning . 985 5.993 1 398 .015
Self-determinati .976 9.841 1 398 . 002
on
Competence . 996 1.611 1 398 . 205
Impact . 993 2.944 1 398 . 087

The descriptive statistics in Table I reveal that public
sector employees are showing higher levels of perceived
empowerment than the private sector bank employee. Out of
the individual components of psychological empowerment,
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perception regarding meaning was the highest for all the
employees.

Table 11 depicts the results of the univariate ANOVA’s,
carried out for each independent variable. As can be observed
meaning and self-determination differ for the two groups.

TABLE IlI: EIGEN VALUES

i

Functio Eigen % of Cumulative% Canonical
n values variance corr.
| . 067 100.0 100.0 .25

An eigenvalue indicates the proportion of variance
explained. A large eigenvalue is associated with a strong
discriminant function. A high correlation indicates a function
that discriminates well. The present correlation of 0. 25 is not
very high (Table I11).

TABLE IV: WILKS LAMBDA

Test of Wilks Chi-square Df Sig.
functions lambda
| . 937 25. 845 4 . 000

Wilks’ lambda is the ratio of within group sums of squares
to the total sum of squares. This is the proportion of the total
variance in the discriminant scores not explained by the
differences among groups. In the above function lambda of 0.
963 has a significant value. (Sig=0. 000). Hence, the group
means appear to differ (Table 1V).

Table V depicts the standardized function coefficients.
These can be used to rank the importance of each variable.
Self-determination has a high coefficient value followed by
meaning. This implies that the two groups differ a lot on these
two variables. The other two variables carry negative values.
This implies that public and private sector employees do not
differ on these two variables.

TABLE V: STANDARDIZED CANONICAL DISCRIMINANT FUNCTION COEFF

Variable Coefficients
Meaning . 306
Self-determination . 951
Competence -. 683
Impact -.341

The canonical structure matrix for the function is given in
Table VI. This matrix reveals the correlations between each
variables in the model and the discriminant function. These
can be called the factor loadings of the variables on the
discriminant function. Generally any variable with a
correlation of 0. 3 or more is considered to be important. Both
self-determination and meaning have a positive correlation
greater than 0. 3.

TABLE VI: STRUCTURE MATRIX

Variable
Self-determination . 605
Meaning . 470
Impact -.331
Competence -. 245

Table VII shows the unstandardised scores of the four
independent variables of the construct. As can be seen
meaning and self-determination are positive.
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TABLE VII: UNSTANDARDISED COEFFICIENTS

Variable
Meaning . 600
Self-determination 1.818
Competence -1. 030
Impact -. 491
(Constant) -4. 452

Table VIII summarises the number and percent of cases
classified correctly and incorrectly on the basis of variables
that discriminate between the two groups. The sample size
for both the groups was 200 each. However, 57. 3% of the
total cases have been correctly classified.

TABLE VIII: CLASSIFICATION RESULTS

Bank Predicted Group Total
Membership
Public Private
Sector Sector
Count Public 125 75 200
Original sector
Private 96 104 200
sector
% Public 62.5 37.5 100.0
sector
Private 48 52 100.0

sector
57. 3% of original grouped cases correctly classified

VI.

The construct of Psychological empowerment, as stated
earlier, has been defined as a manifestation of four behaviors.
-Meaning involves a fit between the needs of one's work role
and one's beliefs, values and behaviors. Competence refers to
self-efficacy specific to one's work, a belief in one's
capability to perform work activities with skill.
Self-determination is a sense of choice in initiating and
regulating one's actions [34]. Self-determination reflects
autonomy over the initiation and continuation of work
behavior and processes (e.g., making decisions about work
methods, pace, and effort). Finally, impact is the degree to
which one can influence strategic, administrative, or
operating outcomes at work.

Together, these four cognitions reflect an active, rather
than passive, orientation to one's work role. This measure of
psychological empowerment assumes that empowerment is
continuous rather than dichotomous — employees may
perceive different degrees of empowerment rather than
feeling empowered or not.

The discriminant analysis suggests that the best predictors
for distinguishing between employees who are in the public
sector and those who are in the private sector are meaning
and self-determination. A closer look at the definition of the
four cognitions reveal a very important dimension.
Competence and impact are personality cognitions.
Competence is closely related to a person’s belief in his/her
capability to carry out the work responsibilities. This is a
variable that is affected more by belief in one self rather than
the individual’s work context. Employees feel powerless and
low on self esteem when controlled by others. Similarly,
impact, is related to the perception regarding control and

DiscuUssION
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influence over the department or relevant work area.
Individual beliefs operate irrespective of the work context.

However, an active participation by the organization in
shaping the perceptions of meaning and self- determination.
Meaning invol. ves a fit between organizational values and
individual values. The values of organization are , by obvious
relation, are influenced by the type of ownership. As
discussed in the beginning, both public and private sector
organizations are driven by different motives. The political
economy aspect of empowerment focuses on the fact the
main purpose of public and private organizations is collective
bargaining, which is based on the philosophy of capitalistic
and socialistic previews. Both the ownership types would
train people based on the philosophy they adhere to, therefore
authors of the paper, based on the research follows that
employee empowerment can only lead to productivity, if the
organizations will focus on the coherence of psychological
and socio structural dimensions effectively.

Self-determination is also affected by the autonomy,
freedom and independence in taking work related decisions.
Absence of role ambiguity and a clearer demarcation of
authority is a pre requisite for perception of
self-determination. These necessitate an active role of
organization. Organizational policies, too, are geared to the
organizational objectives. Hence, public and private sector
employees differ in the above two variables as shown by the
results.

VII. IMPLICATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE

RESEARCH

The study was carried out for banking organizations.
However, the results can be generalized across other work

contexts given the nature of the instrument for data collection.

The study shows, very clearly, that empowerment may be a
matter of perception but the organizational culture, values,
internal processes; the external orientation can influence the
degree of perception. This should draw the attention of the
researchers to other important aspects of the empowerment
process- one, the role of the organization in creating
conditions that facilitate this perception and two, identifying
factors that are more important in facilitating this perception.
Intra and inter sector variations in the variables can be
accounted for while preparing models for implementing
empowerment programmes. This will contribute to the search
for a universal model for implementing empowerment
program.
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