Public Administration Review

| RESEARCH ARTICLE @EETEEED

'.) Check for updates

/ASPA)

American Society for
Public Administration

Between the Lines: Decoding Signaling Differences in
Public and Private Sector Job Advertisements

Nico Gieimann! | Nicolas Drathschmidt?

Institute of Human-Centered Interactive Systems, University of Luebeck, Liibeck, Germany | 2Chair of Public and Nonprofit Management,

University of Potsdam, Potsdam, Germany

Correspondence: Nico Gieimann (nico.giessmann@uni-luebeck.de)

Received: 4 February 2025 | Revised: 25 September 2026 | Accepted: 27 September 2026

Keywords: computational research methods | employer branding | job advertisements | public service motivation | recruitment messaging | signaling

theory

ABSTRACT

To compete in the “war for talent,” public sector employers must demonstrate advantages over private employers. While public
service motivation (PSM) predicts sector preference, scholars disagree on whether public employers (can) effectively signal PSM
in job advertisements. Consequently, this article examines how public and private job advertisements differ in language. We col-
lected 5000 advertisements from both sectors and performed natural language processing (NLP) and qualitative content analy-
sis. Both sectors use specialized language that can narrow the applicant pool. PSM signals appear more often in the public sector,

but affective motives are rarely communicated; instead, self-sacrifice is framed as a legal obligation. Public sector advertisements

adopt a rational tone instead of explaining purpose and societal value. Legally mandated, saturated signals may be perceived

as low-cost and ineffective. The findings explain the mixed results concerning PSM signaling and underscore the gap between

theory and practice in PSM-related recruitment efforts.

Despite being perceived as an attractive employer (Cordes and
Vogel 2023), the public sector is struggling to compete in the “war
for talent” against the private sector (Lewis and Frank 2002).
Research has shown that skilled applicants avoid public sector
jobs (Fowler and Birdsall 2019). Even among public administra-
tion students with high levels of public service motivation (PSM),
interest in pursuing a public-sector career is declining (Bright
and Graham 2015). This provides ample evidence for between-
sector competition in the job market and raises the question of
how public sector organizations address potential job applicants
(Ritz and Waldner 2011). Wilden et al. (2010) have hypothesized
that greater brand clarity (i.e., sector differentiation) increases
the credibility of an employer's hiring practices and attractive-
ness. Thus, several scholars have called for a unique “public ser-
vice brand” to promote differences from the private sector (Ritz
et al. 2016).

Job advertisements are an essential source of information
for shaping an employer's brand and helping job candidates
to build their knowledge of potential employers (Cable and
Turban 2001). Recent studies have explored different motiva-
tional signals in job advertisements that should help mitigate
the public sector’s (dis-)advantages by focusing recruitment
efforts on a narrow target group of favorably motivated in-
dividuals (Vogel et al. 2024; Asseburg and Homberg 2020).
Accordingly, scholars have proposed using PSM (signals)
for employer branding to recruit PSM-oriented individuals
(Christensen et al. 2017). Research suggests that individuals
with high levels of PSM are more likely to self-select into pub-
lic sector employment (Vandenabeele and Jager 2020). This is
important because the public sector seems to fall behind the
private sector's offerings when it comes to “hard” attributes
such as salaries (Lee and Choi 2016). Yet, experimental results
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Evidence for Practice

« Affective dimensions of PSM (e.g., working in shifts as
an act of self-sacrifice) are framed as given and legal
obligations in public job advertisements, which may
discourage PSM-oriented individuals.

Improving the inspirational quality of job advertise-
ments (i.e., explaining “why” something is required
and why it is important instead of “what”) could im-
prove the effectiveness of job advertisements.

Be aware that an overly inspirational tone may come
across as superficial and could even have the opposite
effect.

Signaling incentives that are required by law, such as
“salary increase according to labor agreements” and
signals that are saturated in the public sector (e.g.,
“We serve the public interest”), may be perceived as
low-cost and thus ineffective.

with employer branding in the public sector indicate that PSM
signals are not as effective as expected (Vogel et al. 2024;
Keppeler and Papenfuf} 2021; Weske et al. 2020). One possible
explanation is that PSM signals are not as unique as assumed
or are framed in a way that fails to attract PSM-oriented indi-
viduals. Asseburg et al. (2018) argue that only inspirationally
framed messages in job advertisements impact the intention
to apply. Although instrumental attributes such as pay and
working hours are often limited by legal constraints in the
public sector (Sievert et al. 2020), organizations can determine
how they communicate them. Hence, we pose the following
research question:

How and to What Extent Do Public and Private
Job Advertisements Differ in Their Language,
Particularly Regarding PSM Signals?

Prior studies analyzing the content of real job advertise-
ments have relied on manual coding of small samples within
a narrow context (Waldner 2012) or applied keyword-based
approaches (Vogel et al. 2024). We take a different approach
by deriving clusters directly from the text corpus instead of
relying on an ex-ante dictionary. This aims to complement ex-
isting research by reducing the likelihood of reinforcing pub-
lic vs. private sector narratives and instead shedding light on
what employers communicate in practice. The literature has
not explored signals in job advertisements in a natural setting,
nor has it examined whether public sector employers apply
unique linguistic cues (Korac et al. 2018). Prior research as-
sumes that public organizations communicate PSM in a way
that is credible and motivationally compelling. Yet, we know
little about how PSM is translated into recruitment language.
Therefore, the “way[s] to deliver the brand [PSM]| message”
(Backhaus 2016, 199) are unknown. This matters for employer
branding research, both to explain the mixed results concern-
ing PSM signaling and to inform its strategic use (Bromberg
and Charbonneau 2020). For practice, language is (often) eas-
ier to adapt than actual instrumental or even symbolic attri-
butes of an organization. Consequently, this article aims to
highlight the ‘quick wins’ that public sector organizations can

achieve by improving the language of job advertisements con-
cerning PSM signals.

To address these gaps, we collected 5000 job advertisements
from both the public and private sectors and employed natu-
ral language processing (NLP) techniques as called for by Vogel
et al. (2024). In addition, we systematically examined what
Vogel et al. (2024) describe as “predefined phrases and officia-
lese” (p. 2883) and compared their prevalence across sectors to
assess whether such language functions as a distinctive signal
between sectors. We applied corpus comparison methods, au-
tomatic clustering, and manual qualitative content analysis to
identify themes from the corpus itself. Significant differences in
the frequency of terms across the two sectors revealed themes
that could act as PSM signals to job applicants. This ex-post
clustering approach allows us to capture signaling as it emerges
from the job advertisements at a scale not previously possible,
serving as a triangulation and reliability check for other studies
in the field (Waldner 2012).

We found significant language differences between public and
private job advertisements, notably a higher frequency of PSM
signals in the public sector. This serves as a necessary founda-
tion for better recruitment following a differentiation strategy.
Yet, while public sector job advertisements typically employ
a rational messaging tone (Asseburg et al. 2018), private sec-
tor advertisements are more inspirational in tone. Building on
Wightman and Christensen (2024), who find that value-based
fit is influential at the sector level, it is plausible that the pub-
lic sector's current use of PSM signals is losing its effectiveness
(Somers and Desmidt 2026). This underscores a broader gap
between theory and practice in human resource (HR) manage-
ment generally and PSM specifically (Christensen et al. 2017;
Ritz et al. 2016).

1 | Recruitment and Job Advertisements

Organizations highlight attributes, characteristics, and qual-
ities in job advertisements to attract potential job applicants
(Cable and Yu 2006). Therefore, job advertisements may be re-
garded as artifacts describing how an organization wants to be
perceived (Rafaeli and Oliver 1998). They frame how potential
applicants construct an employer image through sensemak-
ing processes (Auer et al. 2021). The order and placement of
typical elements of a job advertisement influence what appli-
cants notice and disregard initially (Weick et al. 2005). From
a sensemaking perspective, an image is created by “noticing
and bracketing” (Sandberg and Tsoukas 2020) individual cues
under ambiguity and linking them together to form a coher-
ent interpretation that informs action. This underscores the
significance of both the content and the structure of an adver-
tisement, as well as the language used.

Relating to the structure, Rafaeli and Oliver (1998) describe
what elements are typically present in job advertisements: or-
ganizational identity, human resources needs, requirements,
and contact. Organizational benefits, such as pay, working
conditions, training, and promotional opportunities, present
an additional incentives element (Petry et al. 2022). These el-
ements serve as an “information skeleton” to “structure the
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societal abstraction of employment into its separate elements”
(Rafaeli 2006, 766), building employer knowledge (Petry
et al. 2022).

Many organizations fail to highlight a distinct employer
brand and specific attributes compared to other competitors
(Backhaus 2004). For instance, Waldner (2012), in his study of
job advertisements for lawyers in both sectors, found a signifi-
cant overlap in job requirements and benefits between sectors.
Thus, research on recruitment practices agrees that employers
should manipulate the content of recruitment messages to make
them more appealing (Rynes 1991). Even slight differences af-
fect the perception of job advertisements (Linos 2018). Hence,
careful wording is crucial to attract those who are starting their
job search and have little knowledge of potential employers (De
Cooman and Pepermans 2012). Consequently, Backhaus (2016)
called for more research on the distinctiveness of employer
brands.

A growing body of research investigates the effect of language
and information in public sector job advertisements (Sievert,
Buongiorno Sottoriva, and van den Bekerom 2025; Sievert,
Vogel, and Doring 2025; Vogel et al. 2024; Lee and Jilke 2023;
Keppeler and Papenfuf} 2021; Sievert et al. 2020; Asseburg and
Homberg 2020; Linos 2018). The underlying assumption is that
the design and content of job advertisements influence the per-
ceived attractiveness of an organization and the likelihood of an
application.

Signaling Theory, which explains the principal-agent problem in
the job market (Spence 1973), describes the mechanisms of at-
traction in the recruiting process. Employers (principals) cannot
perfectly observe the abilities of job applicants (agents) before
hiring. Additionally, applicants lack complete information about
the qualities of a job and the work environment. The decision-
making process for both employers and applicants involves
uncertainty and requires investment from both sides, creating
an adverse selection situation (Connelly et al. 2011). Both em-
ployers and applicants are motivated to bridge the information
gap by providing each other with the necessary information.
Rynes (1991) argues that job applicants interpret information
in job advertisements as signals, that is, linguistic cues of orga-
nizational attributes. Changing attributes perceived as signals
creates “costs” for the organization (Spence 1973), for example,
introducing a performance-related pay system to signal com-
petitiveness. Connelly et al. (2024) summarize that signaling
costs are an important metric to assign importance to signals
by receivers. Both organizations and candidates try to identify
“honest signals,” which are “costly or hard-to-fake,” to over-
come adverse selection (Bangerter et al. 2012). “Low-cost” sig-
nals are more straightforward to adapt but could indicate lower
capabilities and productivity without solving the principal-agent
problem.

Accordingly, expectations are a key mechanism for shaping em-
ployee perceptions and subsequent job search outcomes (Rynes
and Lawler 1983). Previous research has shown that organiza-
tions are viewed as having less integrity when they display in-
congruent signals (Connelly et al. 2024). Feldman et al. (2006)
experimentally demonstrated that message specificity increases
the appeal of job advertisements. Furthermore, violating the

expectations of job applicants has a negative impact on their in-
tention to apply (Steigenberger 2025).

2 | Public Service Motivation and Messaging Tone
in Job Advertisements

Public sector HR departments operate in a regulated envi-
ronment where rules and practices are formalized (Boselie
et al. 2019). Despite the influence of managerial reforms in
the public sector over the past decade(s), HRM policies and
practices are distinct from those in the private sector (Knies
and Steijn 2021). Accordingly, the public sector uses passive
recruitment through publicly available job advertisements
to ensure transparency and equal access to public positions
(Vogel et al. 2024; Siegel and Proeller 2021). In contrast, the
private sector also targets specific individuals. This distinc-
tion emphasizes the need for research focused on the explora-
tion of job advertisements as the primary recruitment source
for the public sector.

Asseburg et al. (2018) argue that signals can be transmitted
and framed rationally using logical arguments and facts or in-
spirationally if the message has an emotional appeal. Although
content is arguably an important feature of a job advertisement,
Mahjoub and Kruyen (2021) and Somers and Desmidt (2026)
identified style and language as equally important factors for
attractiveness. Asseburg et al. (2018) found that only inspira-
tionally framed messages in job advertisements impacted the
intention to apply for a public sector job. In the German context,
Wagner (1984) found evidence of a specialized language (coll.
“Beamtendeutsch”) that is distinct from the general written lan-
guage. Originating from historical, legal, and organizational ar-
tifacts, this language is characterized by its formal, impersonal,
and functional style.

Furthermore, numerous scholars have suggested that PSM
(language) should be used to attract suitable personnel for the
public sector (Christensen et al. 2017; Ritz et al. 2016). Yet,
scholars raised doubts regarding the influence of PSM (Van
de Walle et al. 2015) and its limited effectiveness for a general
audience (Keppeler and Papenfufi 2021; Weske et al. 2020).
Perry (1996) assumed that PSM is based on three common
human motives—affective, normative, and rational—and
can be conceptualized along four dimensions. While the di-
mension attraction to policy-making (APM) serves a rational
need, commitment to the public interest (CPI) is based on nor-
mative assumptions, and compassion (COM) as well as self-
sacrifice (SS) follow affective motives (Wright et al. 2013;
Vandenabeele 2008).

Based on this understanding, Brewer et al. (2000) observed
that PSM manifests through different combinations of mo-
tives rather than representing a homogeneous orientation.
Subsequent research has expanded upon the original PSM
conceptualization by emphasizing the interaction between in-
dividual motives, identity, and the institutional context of pub-
lic service (Vandenabeele et al. 2014). For instance, Kim and
Vandenabeele (2010) refined the original distinction between
the three motives because they could not be sufficiently distin-
guished from one another.
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This development also shifted attention toward PSM being so-
cialized through institutions, whose values and logics become
incorporated into individuals' social identities (Vandenabeele
et al. 2014). More recently, PSM has been theorized as a “pub-
lic service moral identity,” meaning public values become part
of how individuals define themselves and can guide their be-
havior when this identity is salient and activated (Ripoll 2019).
Accordingly, individuals must encounter situations and orga-
nizational environments that allow them to act on their public
values.

Wightman and Christensen (2024) argue that a value-based
fit-equilibrium between PSM predisposition and socialization
should have an impact at the sector level because the founda-
tion of PSM is rooted in a broader institutional identity (Taylor
et al. 2022). Relatedly, Ripoll et al. (2025) show that public
values function as a symbolic attribute of public service jobs,
and their influence on attractiveness increases the higher the
level of PSM of applicants. Consequently, more recent work
understands attraction to public service as identification with
public values that organizations and institutions signal and
enable individuals to enact (Ripoll and Breaugh 2025; Ritz
et al. 2023). Accordingly, in between-sector job competition,
organizations should signal traits and values (i.e., PSM for
the public sector) that align with those of the individuals they
wish to recruit.

Therefore, the theory of PSM is closely related to the
Attraction-Selection-Attrition (ASA) model, which suggests
individuals are attracted to organizations that match their
values and motivations (Wright and Christensen 2010). This
self-selection process is believed to result in a workforce
more aligned with the mission and values of public sector
organizations. Although the actual effect of PSM on the at-
tractiveness of public sector employment is a matter of debate
(Christensen and Wright 2011), other scholars have found
positive effects (Ritz et al. 2023; Asseburg and Homberg 2020;
Vandenabeele and Jager 2020), albeit sometimes only for spe-
cific dimensions (Pedersen 2013). Since PSM seems to decline
with tenure (Schott et al. 2018), it is more important to target
people in the labor market who initially score high on PSM
(Christensen et al. 2017). Although PSM is one of the cen-
tral topics of public administration research, evidence for
an active and strategic use of PSM in recruitment is scarce
(Bromberg and Charbonneau 2020). Moreover, while it is gen-
erally agreed that PSM strongly indicates sector preference,
scholars disagree over whether public sector employers (can)
effectively signal PSM in job advertisements (Keppeler and
Papenfuf} 2021; Weske et al. 2020).

Of course, superficial references to public values and PSM (“We
serve the public interest”) can easily be mimicked. Thus, they
can be considered low-cost signals that are subject to institu-
tional isomorphism and decoupling, and a simple reference to
public values “barely suffices to keep up” (Vandenabeele and
Jager 2020, 10). In contrast, costly structural measures that or-
ganizations implement and commit to could serve as honest,
hard-to-fake signals: for instance, offering paid time off for vol-
unteering, providing prosocial incentives, or publishing trans-
parent accountability reports could mitigate adverse selection by
attracting high-PSM candidates (Connelly et al. 2024).

Additionally, many honest signals, such as pay levels or working
hours, are often tied to civil service systems, legal regulations,
or collective bargaining agreements and are difficult to change
in the short term (Sievert et al. 2020). Within these constraints,
organizations can decide how to structure and present informa-
tion, which aspects to emphasize, and which details to highlight
in their wording (Christensen et al. 2017).

Furthermore, our analytical framework indicates that the struc-
tural elements of job advertisements should be understood as
interpretive frames that guide how specific attributes can be per-
ceived (Rafaeli 2006). Dineen and Williamson (2012) observed
in their study of recruiters that job advertisements focusing on
requirements improve the quality of the applicant pool. In con-
trast, descriptions of job tasks (i.e., the HR needs element) appear
to be poor predictors of applicants’ intentions to apply (Petry
et al. 2022). The same PSM wording can have different mean-
ings depending on its placement within the advertisement. For
instance, references to supporting the digitization of public ad-
ministration can be interpreted as descriptions of job tasks when
placed in the HR needs element. In a requirements section, it
may indicate expected digital competence. In the organizational
identity element, however, it can signal commitment to the pub-
lic. The language and messaging tone of these statements shape
how the organization presents itself as an employer. Therefore,
we focus on the (PSM) language used in job advertisements in
the public and private sectors, extending Waldner's (2012) anal-
ysis beyond the requirements and incentive elements to include
the full text of job advertisements.

3 | Methods
3.1 | Data Collection

This article combines computational methods and qualitative
content analysis to detect patterns in job advertisements in an
exploratory research design. We analyzed thematic clusters
in the language of job advertisements, in which elements they
appear, their messaging tone, and how they can be interpreted
along the PSM dimensions (Figure 1). The first objective was to
identify significant terminological differences between job ad-
vertisements of both sectors. We collected a sample of 5000 pub-
lic job advertisements from the German state-owned job portal
Interamt published between October 24, 2023, and November 5,
2023 (Giefimann 2024). Many public sector organizations post
job advertisements on their websites and Interamt for a wider
reach. The private job advertisement sample consisted of 5000
job advertisements obtained from the Federal Employment
Agency between February 15, 2023, and November 11, 2023.
Because employers can freely copy and paste their job adver-
tisements into text fields on both portals, the choice of portal
had no observable influence on how the texts were written. A
saturation of unique terms became apparent above 5000 job ad-
vertisements in both sectors.

To address potential sector intermixing (Baarspul and
Wilderom 2011), we developed a sector tagger and only included
public and private sector organizations while excluding hybrid
organizations (e.g., the non-profit sector, educational institu-
tions, and church administration).! This resulted in 4114 public
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Npublic = 5000 job ads;
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A
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Corpus Comparison
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A

4

Automated

Npublic = 36 clusters;

Selecting Top 5% Terms by Log Ratio with Clusters
and Context Sentences

Nprivate = 31 clusters

A

/

I Mapping o

f Elements |

Manual

A

4

| Theme Labeling |

A

/

I Classification of PSM and Messaging Tone |

* Significantly varying document frequencies between
FIGURE1 | Research design.

sector (886; 17.72% removed) and 4819 private sector job adver-
tisements (181; 3.62% removed). We included all types of job ad-
vertisements to generalize results for both sectors and to ensure
representation of the German job market concerning job profiles,
responsibilities, educational requirements, contract characteris-
tics, and geographical areas (Appendix S1). Educational require-
ments differ in the sample, with the public sector demanding
more university degrees (56%) than the private sector (35%). The
sample reflects the distribution of the public sector, as roughly
54% of public sector employees in Germany are in jobs requir-
ing a university degree (Statistisches Bundesamt 2023a). The
distribution of educational requirements in the private sector is
comparable to the distribution of educational qualifications in

sectors with p < .0001.

the German population (Statistisches Bundesamt 2023b). The
private-sector sample encompasses a diversified labor market,
including both blue- and white-collar jobs, showing compara-
bility to the public sector (Appendix S2). The natural differences
between sectors may impact term frequencies (e.g., for respon-
sibilities, educational requirements, or required working time).
We took this into account when interpreting the results. Lastly, it
was crucial to determine if job advertisements can be treated as
‘normal’ text when using corpus linguistics methods. According
to Zipf's law, the frequency of a term is inversely proportional to
its rank in the frequency table (Powers 1998). The distribution of
public and private corpora shows this characteristic.
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3.2 | Data Cleansing

We cleansed the job advertisements according to Bensberg
and Buscher (2016). Lemmatization was applied using
the HanoverTagger, which is specialized in German
(Wartena 2019). Specific terms, such as names, countries,
written numbers, dates, and abbreviations, as well as stop-
words, were excluded from the analysis as they do not provide
explainable sector differences. We only kept job advertise-
ments primarily written in German and removed English
translations while keeping certain anglicisms such as “leader-
ship” and “networking.”

For the statistical analysis, we calculated each term's document
frequency (DF), which is the number of documents within the
corpus where the term appears at least once. This accounts for
longer job advertisements, where higher term frequency could
result from the increased likelihood of repeated terms. To ad-
dress the opposite, shorter job advertisements with “insufficient
word co-occurrence and lack of context information” (Zheng
et al. 2018, 1), we set a conservative minimum threshold of 100
terms, below which job advertisements were removed from the
samples. In this way, we ensured that only high-information job
advertisements were included (Collins 2007).

Further, we found that terms used by fewer than two employ-
ers were too specific to be considered general vocabulary and
removed them. To address the opposite problem, terms so com-
mon in the German language that they do not provide relevant
insights, we calculated the inverse document frequency (IDF).
Based on the IDF score, we removed the lowest 10% of terms
to address a potential saturation effect (Vogel et al. 2024). After
these steps, we included 3879 public and 3820 private job adver-
tisements in the analysis. This allowed for approximately equal
weighting, a requirement for undistorted corpora comparison.

3.3 | Corpus Comparison

We had two objectives in the corpus analysis: First, we identified
which terms significantly differentiate the two sectors by compar-
ing the DF distribution of individual terms. Second, we wanted to
investigate what broader themes appear in the job advertisements,
their messaging tone, and whether they can be interpreted as
PSM dimensions. These terms and themes have the potential to
serve as unique sector signals. The terms differ in the DF value,
from which the log-likelihood can be calculated (Rayson and
Garside 2000). Because of the extensive size of the corpora, we
only considered terms with significantly varying DFs at p<0.0001
(critical value=15.13 for the log-likelihood). While this approach
helps control for Type I errors, the number of comparisons may
increase the risk of Type II errors, meaning that differences be-
tween sectors could be overlooked. To focus on prevailing sector
differences, we accepted this limitation. In addition, we used the
log ratio as an effect size measure (Hardie 2014).

3.4 | Clustering

To compute thousands of job advertisements into “calcula-
ble terms” (Alaimo and Kallinikos 2017, 176), we relied on

hierarchical clustering based on custom distance measures (Pejic-
Bach et al. 2020). In the following, we will speak of “clusters” as
a technical term, while at the same time each cluster represents a
meaningful theme in the qualitative analysis. We combined three
distance measures to assess which terms belong to the same clus-
ter. The first measure concerned semantic relationships between
terms based on vectorized embeddings using the Word2Vec li-
brary. This enabled us to capture terms used in the same context,
for example, the recognition of similarity between “Entgelt” and
“Besoldung” (the first meaning salary for public sector employees
and the second for civil servants). As a second measure, we deter-
mined the phoneticrelationship between terms based on the longest
common substring. This allowed us to identify related word stems,
such as “Beamter” and “Beamtentum” (meaning civil servant
and civil service). The third measure, the thesaurus relationship,
searched for synonyms, for example, between “Weihnachtsgeld”
(Christmas bonus) and “Jahressonderzahlung” (annual bonus).
These three distance measurements were summed with equal
weighting, forming a distance matrix. We generated a dendro-
gram representing the accumulated distance between terms. The
dendrogram's tree-like structure allowed us to make a “cut” at a
reasonable height, encompassing clusters with a high similarity
based on the three distance measures. To determine a reasonable
value for the cut, we created a table containing all the terms in
the order of the dendrogram and their corresponding cluster. We
began the process at a low height and incrementally increased the
height until the delimitation contained terms of a similar theme.
In total, 369 clusters were created for public job advertisements
and 461 for private job advertisements, representing the themes
for further analysis. Furthermore, we carried out a sequence clus-
tering to determine which clusters were associated with the five
elements of job advertisements. This allowed for a more profound
insight into the context in which the themes were employed.

As we sought to report significant differences between the sectors,
we refrained from interpreting all clusters. Instead, we selected the
top 5% of terms based on the log ratio of clusters containing at least
10 terms. This ensured that interpretable and meaningful clusters
were selected, resulting in 87 terms (in 36 clusters) from the public
sector and 95 terms (in 31 clusters) from private sector job adver-
tisements. Additionally, each sentence was ranked based on how
many terms of a given cluster were present, using the terms' log
ratios as weights. This allowed us to extract up to five sentences
that show how a cluster is used in context, following a keywords-
in-context (KWIC) approach. To ensure representativeness, the
extracted sentences had to originate from different organizations
and reach a minimum log-ratio threshold. For rarer or less pro-
nounced clusters, fewer than five sentences were extracted. This
approach allowed us to interpret the signals in a broader “signaling
environment” (Connelly et al. 2011).

3.5 | Theme Labeling, Classification of PSM
and Messaging Tone

To enable immediate insight into the clusters’ content and fur-
ther analysis, we performed a mix of labeling and classification
methods. An overview of the procedure is depicted in Figure 2.

The labeling of themes is analogous to the labeling step in topic
modeling, as already applied in prior public administration
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Sector
Public

R |

. Element :
L/ . :
: Incentives :
..................... .| Theme
Meaningful Work
Cluster g

attractive,

giving,

employer, age band,
common good, caring, surprising, —_—
repeatedly, life model, meaning-
significance, core time,
certificate, employer [m.], workplace

PSM Dimension

Commitment to
the Public Interest

Context Sentence |

“At the same time, we are a future- |

Messaging Tone

Inspirational

proof and attractive employer for
| over 1,000 employees who perform a |
\‘I wide range of tasks in the fields of —
finance, social services, education,

culture, urban development, and
construction.” (City of Wolfenbdittel) |

FIGURE2 | Labeling and classification procedure.

research (Walker et al. 2019; Hollibaugh 2019). The process was
carried out in three steps: First, two scholars independently and
inductively assigned labels to each cluster. For the labeling, the
scholars considered the uniqueness of the sector, the element in
which the cluster is present, all terms within the cluster, and the
context in which the cluster is used. Second, differences were re-
solved and exact wording was determined by consensus. Third,
we used GPT-40 to generate alternative label suggestions and
challenge our assumptions, without overriding human judg-
ment.? This procedure enabled us to name all clusters, resulting
in a set of themes.

Next, we classified the themes as potential signals of the four
dimensions of PSM and assessed their messaging tone deduc-
tively. We relied on an ex-ante classification scheme (Supporting
Information 1), as recommended by Hollibaugh (2019). Again,
the classification was done independently by two scholars, and a
decision was reached by consensus. Specifically, we applied op-
erationalizations of PSM by Perry and Wise (1990), Perry (1996),
Wright (2008), and Hammerschmid et al. (2009). We comple-
mented our operationalization with the qualitative investigation
of individual conceptions of PSM by Brewer et al. (2000). Finally,
subsequent research (e.g., Ritz 2011) informed the boundaries of
our coding and addressed the conceptual limitations of the orig-
inal PSM dimensions. The messaging tone definitions were bor-
rowed from Asseburg et al. (2018). For the classification of PSM,
all available information was used (sector, element, cluster, and
context). For messaging tone, only the cluster and context sen-
tences were considered.

Because of the absence of validated dictionaries, automated
classification was not possible, although such tools may be

developed from the data. We consider the messaging tone to be
a dichotomous scale, as understood by Asseburg et al. (2018),
being either rational or inspirational. By default, we assumed a
rational tone when only factual or logical terms were used. If the
wording emphasized emotional engagement, meaningfulness,
or a sense of mission, we classified the messaging tone as in-
spirational. Inter-rater agreement between the two scholars was
assessed with Cohen's kappa. The absence of PSM dimensions
was treated as a purposeful code. For PSM we obtained x=0.77
(public) and x=1.00 (private); for messaging tone x=0.62 (pub-
lic) and k=0.87 (private). Agreement can be considered substan-
tial (public sector) to almost perfect (private sector).

4 | Results
4.1 | Elements

A total of 12,419 unique terms could be identified from job ad-
vertisements in both sectors. Of these, 4250 terms are shared vo-
cabulary. Taking into account the significantly different terms
(N=5809; 46.8%), we found 2714 terms (46.7%) for the public
sector and 3095 terms (53.3%) for the private sector, which indi-
cates balanced language differences between the sectors. The
sector score (calculated as the mean of log ratios of all terms in
a single job advertisement) differentiates the two sectors while
showing a near-normal distribution (Appendix S3). With a
Moran's I value of 0.128 (p <0.001), the regional effects on the
postcode level are negligible, implying that the sector scores are
predominantly independent of geographical location. Table 1 in-
dicates the number of job advertisements in which we identified
elements.
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4.2 | Themes

Next, we present a comparative analysis of themes identified in
job advertisements in the public and private sectors, organized
along the five elements (Table 2). Additionally, this is visualized
via two sunburst charts (Appendices S4 and S5). For better inter-
pretability, Supporting Information 2 contains an extended list
of the top 20 terms in those themes with example sentences that
highlight the context in which the themes are used.

4.2.1 | Organizational Identity Element

The themes within the organizational identity element show dif-
ferences between the public and private sectors. Rational terms
such as “area of responsibility” and “approving authority” de-
scribe the organization's hierarchy and accountability relating
to the CPI dimension. In addition, public sector advertisements
emphasize the APM dimension with the themes of local and
state administration and state authority, for example, through
rational terms such as “administer,” “ministry,” and “democ-
racy.” The element also includes a social work theme, with terms
such as “youth aid,” “child protection,” and “protection order,”
which we coded as COM, although it is framed in a rational tone.

”

In contrast, private sector job advertisements emphasize their
competitive goals. Inspirational terms such as “driving,” “steep,”
and “risk” reflect the sector's focus on growth and market po-
sitioning. In addition, private sector organizations emphasize
their expertise in certain industries and reputation, using inspi-
rational terms such as “renowned,” “pioneer,” and “technology.”
Company descriptions frequently aim to motivate applicants,
using inspirational terms such as “impact” and “inspire” to
convey corporate values. Also, job advertisements emphasize
sustainability, with a strong focus on “zero” and “carbon.” Yet,
sustainability is framed rationally. We found no references to
PSM dimensions.

4.2.2 | Human Resources Needs Element

In the public sector, several themes refer to sovereign responsi-
bilities, including organization chart, administrative oversight,
and legal and administrative tasks. Rational terms such as
“division,” “procurement procedure,” “control,” “application,”
“legal proceedings,” and “permission” indicate that needed po-
sitions are embedded in formal procedures and public authority,

”

TABLE1 | Coverage of elements in job advertisements.

relating to APM. Themes such as public infrastructure, educa-
tion and childcare, social security, and child and family welfare
point to the provision and maintenance of public goods. Terms
such as “park,” “playground,” “school,” “daycare center,” “youth
welfare office,” “refugee,” “basic security benefits,” and “crisis”
can be interpreted as CPI, SS, or COM signals depending on the
theme, even though they are generally framed in a rational tone.
We coded the education and childcare theme as SS, as the posi-
tions require exceptional resilience, flexibility, and the willing-
ness to perform duties outside of regular working hours. We did
not identify any themes suggesting an imbalance in the respon-
sibilities of the advertised job.

Private sector job advertisements, by comparison, describe
human resource needs in more occupation- and industry-
specific terms, spanning multiple industries from manufactur-
ing to construction and healthcare, not relating to PSM. Rational
terms such as “system planner,” “milling machine,” “bank,” “di-
agnosis,” “packaging,” “software test,” “KPI,” and “apprentice-
ship” suggest a focus on hands-on, practical tasks central to the
private sector's operations. None of these private sector themes
were coded as PSM signals.

4.2.3 | Requirements Element

In the public sector, several requirement themes refer to formal-
ized administrative and legal education, including educational
pathway, administrative tenure, administrative education, and
legal and technical knowledge. Rational terms such as “entry-
level post,” “apprenticeship,” “tenure group,” “career examina-
tion,” “administrative training course,” “VgV,” “UVgO,” and
“law” indicate a reliance on administrative qualifications and
legal knowledge. We did not identify any themes that capture
the higher educational requirements in the public sector, as both
university degrees and apprenticeships are mentioned. Citizen
orientation was coded as CPI, socio-pedagogical skills as COM,
and communication and conflict management skills as SS; yet
only citizen orientation and communication/conflict manage-
ment are framed inspirationally, while socio-pedagogical skills
are framed rationally.

” ”

Requirements in private sector advertisements are marked
by anglicisms and a focus on a dynamic work environment.
Inspirational terms such as “challenge,” “consulting,” and “dy-
namic” are common. In the private sector, personal qualities
like “courageous” and “spirit” are sought, indicating a prefer-
ence for proactive and bold individuals. The only other theme
is IT expertise, which is rationally framed and refers to tech-
nical knowledge. Neither private sector theme was coded as
PSM-related.

4.2.4 | Incentives Element

The incentives element shows that public sector advertisements
combine meaningfulness, employment security, regulated pay
structures, and work-life balance. The meaningful work theme
is communicated inspirationally and relates to CPI, using terms
such as “common good,” “meaning-giving,” and “significance.”
In some municipalities, job advertisements highlight the ties

Element Public Private
Organizational identity 2955 (76%) 2138 (56%)
Human resources needs 803 (21%) 2140 (56%)
Requirements 3581 (92%) 3717 (97%)
Incentives 3828 (99%) 2242 (59%)
Contact 3501 (90%) 1272 (33%)
N 3879 3820
8
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between the organization and the local region, using inspira-
tional terms such as “flair,” “green,” “rural,” “touristic,” and
“neighborhood” to underscore the appeal of the workplace. We
coded such terms as potential CPI signals. Rational terms such
as “remuneration table,” “tenure appointment,” and “accord-
ing to the labor tariff” illustrate the structured and regulated
nature of employment in this sector. Moreover, public job ad-
vertisements mention benefits related to work-life balance and
public welfare, such as “telework” and “company sports.” The
public sector emphasizes family-oriented benefits, including
“childcare slot,” “holiday care,” and “social counseling.” One
theme relates to part-time suitability, which we did not inter-
pret as a potential PSM signal because of the higher proportion
of part-time contracts in the public sector sample. The themes
“shift and service commitment” and “job sharing” are coded
as SS and appear with a rational messaging tone. They present
employment conditions under which applicants are expected to
subordinate aspects of private life to organizational needs, such
as emergency availability, shift coverage, or requiring permis-
sion for part-time arrangements.

Private sector advertisements, in contrast, emphasize workplace
benefits, career development, and employment conditions, all
of which were coded as non-PSM and inspirational. Examples
include “flexible,” “holiday allowance,” “company celebration,”
“company car,” “gym-pass,” “academy,” “career plan,” “bonus
payment,” “fitness offers,” and “company laptop.” Compared
with the public sector, these incentives are less tied to regulated
employment frameworks and more strongly framed as employer-
specific benefits, development opportunities, and material or
lifestyle-related perks. Yet, some overlap between the sectors ex-
ists, especially around flexible work and training opportunities.

4.2.5 | Contact Element

Public sector contact elements are characterized by rational
and formalized language. Themes such as contact person,
qualification proofs, formalistic rigor, application complete-
ness, application support, and bureaucratic process use terms
such as “Federal Office,” “telephone number,” “Central Office
for Foreign Education,” “statement of comparability,” “closing
date,” “performance record,” “missing,” “enclose,” “reply-paid
envelope,” and “on paper.” Furthermore, public sector adver-
tisements place emphasis on equal opportunity compliance and
women's equal opportunity, which job applicants could interpret
as COM signals, yet using rational terms such as “equal opportu-
nities plan,” “equal rights law,” and “lgg [abbr. state equal rights
law]|” to express them.

» o«

In contrast, the private sector favors a more streamlined and
informal application process. The easy contact theme is inspi-
rational and includes terms such as “WhatsApp,” “contact,”
“anytime,” and “by phone,” suggesting a more direct and
applicant-friendly contact. At the same time, the private sector
also contains rational process themes, including communica-
tion channels, application process, and cookies, with terms such
as “applicant form,” “desired salary,” “starting date,” “career
page,” “postal applications,” and “website.” Private sector ad-
vertisements also include a diversity and inclusion theme, coded
as COM and inspirational, using terms such as “skin color,”

” G«

” ”

“minority,
“diversity.”

self-expression,” “marital status,” “life phase,” and

4.3 | Cross-Sector Themes

We also looked at clusters with an atypical sector score. This
allows us to gain insights into where each sector borrows lan-
guage from the other. For example, the public sector uses angli-
cisms to search for personnel with an IT background, such as
“troubleshooting” or “cloud.” Customer orientation and service
quality are mentioned occasionally. The private sector is also
looking for people with the “ability to cooperate” and “empathy,”
and the application process is sometimes described as rigorous,
as terms like “employer’s reference,” “certificate,” or “gapless
[résumé]” indicate.

5 | Discussion

From these results, we derive three important findings as fol-
lows: (1) The public and private sectors use unique, specialized
language that applicants could interpret as sector-specific sig-
nals, especially in the public sector's human resources needs
and contact elements. We show that the identified terms pre-
dominantly align with specialized sector language, that is, the
public sector uses the German “Beamtendeutsch.” (2) In these
sector differences, PSM-related themes are more frequent in pub-
lic sector job advertisements along all PSM dimensions—yet a
more rational than inspirational messaging tone is employed. (3)
The public sector often stresses incentives that applicants could
interpret as “low-cost” signals (e.g., legal vacation entitlements
and health management). In contrast, the private sector empha-
sizes performance-based and monetary incentives.

Thus, we bridge the gap between several literature streams
through computational methods, for example, employer brand-
ing, signaling, and PSM, linking them to the broader public
administration topics of formalization and red tape in real-life
recruitment practices.

Overall, the results provide evidence of the job market dilemma
that public sector organizations face: Choose between a strat-
egy that increases the size of the applicant pool by offering the
“same yet better” or a strategy that improves the fit and quality
of applicants by shaping the recruitment message so that unsuit-
able candidates (e.g., those with low PSM scores) opt out (i.e.,
by offering something unique like PSM signals). The results
suggest the public sector is not realizing its potential in the job
market in either strategy.

Since job applicants in the early stages of their job search
base their decision to engage with an employer on only a few
criteria or cues (Athanasou 2003), looking at the factors that
differentiate the public from the private sector is essential to
attract potential candidates. Sievert, Buongiorno Sottoriva,
and van den Bekerom (2025), for example, found no effect of
gender diversity signals. This can be explained by our results,
showing that both sectors include diversity-related themes in
their job advertisements, making them ineffective in between-
sector competition. To amplify this, the public sector frames

10
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these affective themes rationally. Ritz et al. (2025) found that
certain extrinsic incentives, such as job and social security,
are effective in attracting people to switch to the public sector.
Our results underscore this point, as these themes are unique
to the public sector and may be especially important during
times of job market crisis.

The data provide evidence against the public sector adver-
tising fewer financial incentives than the private sector (Lee
and Choi 2016). Regarding salaries, the public sector is more
transparent about financial conditions as regulations deter-
mine them. Yet, more themes are present that can be consid-
ered “low-cost,” weakening the effectiveness of recruitment
practices (Jaeger and Page 1996) or even resulting in negative
signals about the agility, innovation, and future orientation of
the public sector (Connelly et al. 2024). A possible explanation
for this finding is that private sector salaries are commonly ne-
gotiated and less publicly mentioned. Other financial rewards
and an attractive compensation package are indicated (e.g.,
career planning and bonus payment). In contrast, the low-
cost themes in public sector job advertisements are attributes
required by law. Moreover, the public sector may be unable
to establish costly honest signals because of limited financial
budgets. The structure and language of public sector job ad-
vertisements resonate with the public sector's regulatory re-
quirements following institutional mechanisms that reinforce
these logics (Connelly et al. 2011). Similarly, incentives and
low-cost signals in our themes are referenced in relation to the
relevant regulations and laws. This rule-following could sig-
nal high formalization and low flexibility in the public sector
(Sievert et al. 2020).

The data continue to show a clear distinction between the
sectors, and we cannot identify a “blurring of the sectors” (ex-
cluding hybrid organizations). Although Knies et al. (2022) ob-
served some convergence on well-being measures, such “soft
HRM practices” remain a distinctive feature of the public sec-
tor. Together with our results, this supports Knies et al.'s (2022)
assumption that the NPM debate has had little impact on the
public sector promoting performance-oriented incentives. Blom
et al. (2020) argue that such practices are equally effective in
motivating employees across sectors. If the sectors are begin-
ning to blur, that shift has not yet reached HRM practitioners,
especially regarding the formalization of the recruiting process.

A formalized application process in the public sector mani-
fests primarily in the contact element. According to Sievert
et al. (2020), this could discourage job candidates from apply-
ing. In the contact element, a formalized application process
could also signal a higher administrative burden throughout
the selection process. Surprisingly, Sievert et al. (2020) found
no significant effect of administrative burden messages on the
intention to apply for a public sector job. Combined with our re-
sults, the administrative burden may be interpreted as a signal
of scarcity and higher job value because not everyone is eligible
for the position. At the same time, administrative burden and
formalized procedures can reasonably be interpreted as signals
that some applicants may experience as (or anticipate as) red
tape. Earlier studies indicate that people interpret these cues
in different ways: Scott and Pandey (2005) found that employ-
ees with higher levels of PSM perceive less red tape. Since red

tape is often described as a pathological form of organizational
formalization, which is also associated with bureaucratic struc-
tures and processes (Kaufmann et al. 2019), formalization and
bureaucracy may deter some applicants as burdensome. In con-
trast, others may read the same cues as procedural integrity that
is compatible with public-sector values. Yet, the rational messag-
ing tone used in those themes suggests otherwise.

The data show that all four PSM dimensions are evenly dis-
tributed in public sector job advertisements. Interestingly, the
affective PSM motives are underutilized in the organizational
identity element (except for social work). Instead, themes are
present describing the state's fundamental tasks and structure
in terms of the APM and CPI dimensions. Thus, the core idea
of PSM and the public value debate is captured, but affective
motives are rarely presented as part of an organizational de-
scription. The concept of a compassionate civil servant or a self-
sacrificing, devoted public organization that cares for its citizens
(and employees) does not seem to be part of the public sector's
outwardly expressed set of values. Rather, it is something that
individuals need to handle demanding jobs in the public sector.
From a person-organization (P-O) fit perspective, this is prob-
lematic because, as Bright (2007) emphasizes, PSM-oriented in-
dividuals may become frustrated when they are constrained in
their ability to “solve [citizens'] problems in a meaningful way”
(p. 375). One possible explanation is that the Weberian, legal-
istic-bureaucratic logic that is largely present among German
public managers does not support affective motives. As a result,
they may simply be unaware of the motivating mechanism of the
compassionate and self-sacrificing aspects of their work envi-
ronment and therefore do not actively and inspirationally com-
municate these as organizational identity. This aligns with our
finding that themes that could be interpreted as PSM signals,
such as working in shifts or performing duties outside of regular
working hours as an act of self-sacrifice, are often framed ratio-
nally through the associated laws and regulations. Thus, public
job advertisements may mirror the sector’s dominant institu-
tional logic, wherein affective motives are challenging to align
with the Weberian ideal of a civil service that is impersonal and
neutral.

Hence, the findings are also relevant to the broader debate about
how PSM is conceptualized: Public values, in the sense of a
common good orientation (largely captured by CPI), are often
recommended as recruitment signals because they are expected
to attract individuals with a high PSM score (Ripoll et al. 2025;
Ritz et al. 2023). As a result, CPI is arguably overrepresented
in the empirical PSM literature. Many studies focus on this di-
mension, but findings on its actual impact on organizational at-
tractiveness are mixed. Weske et al. (2020), for example, did not
find a clear positive effect of CPI-related signals on perceived at-
tractiveness. Moreover, references to the institutional context of
the public sector and government structure, as also found in the
data, may not effectively signal PSM because applicants should
already be familiar with this information from the sector itself
(Linos 2018).

Our findings nuance these arguments. We show that PSM-
related signals in job advertisements are considerably more
diverse than a narrow focus on CPI would suggest. This diver-
sity reflects the broad range of tasks associated with the public
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sector. At the same time, PSM-related signals are concentrated
particularly in the HR needs element of our job advertisements,
suggesting that public sector organizations recognize the im-
portance of attracting PSM-oriented applicants. However, this
placement is consequential. Screening-oriented messages (in
the requirements element) may improve the quality of the appli-
cant pool (Dineen and Williamson 2012) and appear to be more
effective than the focus on job-related signals in the HR needs
element (Petry et al. 2022). Additionally, SS signals formulated
as requirements are sometimes blurred with incentives, which
can make them less effective as recruitment signals (Connelly
et al. 2024). Therefore, the issue is not necessarily the absence
of PSM-related signals, but rather, their limited adaptation into
clear, applicant-oriented recruitment signals.

Furthermore, we showed that the overall messaging tone was
more rational than inspirational. Hence, in line with Asseburg
et al. (2018), the effect of these signals, although not part of the
analysis, should be questioned and could be considered ambig-
uous. The specialized language of the German public sector
(Wagner 1984) may make it challenging for HR practitioners to
adopt a more inspiring tone and bridge the gap between internal
(culturally rooted) and external (brand-building) communica-
tion. Surprisingly, even the affective dimensions of PSM (COM
and SS) were predominantly signaled with a rational messaging
tone. This incongruence may violate applicants’ expectations of
an affective PSM signal.

While Markoulli et al. (2017) criticized a gap between theory
and practice in HRM research in general, this is particularly
true for the topic of PSM, as already mentioned by Christensen
et al. (2017) and Ritz et al. (2016). For example, Bromberg and
Charbonneau (2020) showed that HR practitioners in the public
sector do not use PSM metrics as a basis for selection. The results
suggest this is partially true for the sample, which provides a
‘reality check’ for PSM research. We showed that the normative
and rational PSM dimensions (APM and CPI)—Which are im-
portant to create a person-environment (P-E) fit on the sector
level—are, except for citizen orientation, not present in the re-
quirements section of job advertisements. Moreover, to enhance
the effectiveness of PSM signals, we recommend that public HR
practitioners shift their focus to a more inspirational approach
in between-sector competition.

5.1 | Limitations

Nonetheless, the results have limitations regarding the nature
of signaling and the geographical context. First, it is challeng-
ing to attach meaning to themes, as signals can be ambiguous.
Themes can evoke different associations among different peo-
ple, depending on their previous experiences. Moreover, our
themes are an algorithmic summary of the terms in our sample
of job advertisements. At this level, it is impossible to determine
the signaling costs of each signal for different organizations
individually. Second, the job advertisements we analyzed may
have been the product of deliberate manipulation (Rynes 1991).
The analysis captures a snapshot of the current signaling prac-
tices employed by both sectors. Whether this manipulation is
intentional or incidental remains uncertain and offers opportu-
nities for future research. Finally, the German context cannot be

ignored, as a considerable number of themes relate to traditional
aspects of the Weberian public administration (Asseburg and
Homberg 2020) and current administrative challenges (e.g., lack
of digitization).

5.2 | Future Research

Methodologically, the study follows the recent trend in public
administration research toward computational analysis of job
advertisements. We have added corpus linguistics methods to
identify, cluster, and interpret textual differences between the
sectors. Public administration research lacks comprehensive,
verified datasets for applying computational methods, for exam-
ple, PSM classification or tone-of-speech analysis. As a result,
we had to rely on qualitative methods to translate the computa-
tional results into theoretical concepts. The collected job adver-
tisements and labeled themes can be a starting point for building
such datasets. Future research should expand the analysis to
other countries and languages, adding the factor of different
administrative cultures and institutions to the discussion. For
example, a promising approach would be to examine the role
of Confucian values and Asian political and administrative sys-
tems (Mussagulova and Van der Wal 2021). Moreover, further
research should be conducted to deepen the analysis of job adver-
tisement elements. This could provide valuable insights, such as
whether experienced job applicants look at different elements of
a job advertisement than early career applicants. Furthermore,
as Vogel et al. (2024) have shown, it is possible to use the con-
tact details provided in job advertisements to contact HR prac-
titioners to explore whether (and which) factors influence the
job advertisement content or whether recruiters incorporated
their ideas. This could test how much language differences can
be attributed to strategic manipulation. Additionally, our data
could be used to survey HR managers about the signaling costs
associated with each signal.

Notably, the applicant side should be investigated. Future stud-
ies should examine the role of signaling on intention to apply
when manipulations based on our results are involved. At the
same time, a significant amount of public workforce mobility
appears to occur within sectors (AbouAssi et al. 2019). This is
especially challenging as PSM signals lose relevance in a within-
sector competition (Christensen and Wright 2011). Yet, we en-
courage practitioners to use our results also as a blueprint for
within-sector competition, following the “same yet better” dif-
ferentiation strategy (Wille et al. 2020). They could look at what
incentives are typically emphasized (according to the data, e.g.,
a secure civil service status, telework, flexible work hours, and
work-life balance for the public sector). Based on these themes,
they could select areas where they believe they have an advan-
tage and advertise them intensively.

As new challenges such as digital transformation and the use
of AT arise, one could argue that the future employee is differ-
ent from the current average public sector job applicant. Thus,
further research should test whether sector-atypical signals may
attract a more diverse applicant pool in terms of attitudes and
skills. Practitioners and scholars alike should use cross-sector
signaling carefully, as applicants are generally skeptical about
the content of job advertisements (Cable and Turban 2001).
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6 | Conclusion

This article uses signaling theory as a theoretical lens to
provide insights into what typical sector language prevails
in public sector job advertisements, how it differs from the
private sector, and how it represents PSM. The results indi-
cate that both sectors use different themes that reflect their
core values and identities. Public sector job advertisements
often employ language that resonates with the dimensions of
PSM, while private sector job advertisements tend to priori-
tize performance and competitiveness. Yet, the public sector
communicates PSM mainly through rational statements about
administrative tasks and bureaucratic structure instead of
inspirational messages. This approach may be ineffective in
attracting PSM-oriented individuals seeking a more compel-
ling narrative about their potential impact on society (Somers
and Desmidt 2026). Considering the increasing adoption of
AT in public sector organizations, especially for drafting texts
such as job advertisements, some see great potential for eas-
ily optimizing language, while others fear content homogeni-
zation and rejection by potential applicants (Keppeler 2024).
Therefore, the time is now for the public sector to decide what
to signal and what language to use.
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Endnotes

I The sector tagger can label public and non-public based on the name
of an organization. For this purpose, regular expressions (regex) of
authority names in Germany were automatically generated from di-
rectories of the German federal administration (https://www.govdata.
de/suche/daten/abkurzungsverzeichnis-des-bundes) and state admin-
istrations with associated districts and municipalities (e.g., for the state
of Brandenburg, see https://service.brandenburg.de/service/de/adres
sen/).

2In some cases, this led to an opening of the themes (e.g., GPT-40 rec-
ognized that the cluster containing “Communication Skills” [initial
suggestion] included terms related to “Conflict Management” as well,
which led to the corresponding addition).

3For terms exclusively appearing in one sector, we adjusted the fre-
quency in the other sector to 0.5 to be able to calculate a log ratio ac-
cording to Rayson and Garside (2000).
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