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Processing stereotypes: professionalism confirmed or
disconfirmed by sector affiliation?

Matthias D€oringa and Jurgen Willemsb

aUniversity of Southern Denmark, Odense, Denmark; bVienna University of Economics and Business (WU
Vienna), Vienna, Austria

ABSTRACT
Public service stereotypes have been the subject of various studies in public
administration research. However, the cognitive processes that form the basis
of these stereotypes and the heuristics processing of stereotypical informa-
tion, remain empirically vague. Starting from insights on the anti-public sec-
tor bias and representativeness heuristic, we apply an experimental vignette
study (n¼ 1,412) in which we analyze how citizens process information on
employees’ sector affiliation. Furthermore, we integrate non-work role-refer-
encing to test the stereotype confirmation assumption underlying the repre-
sentativeness heuristic. Our results show that sector as well as non-work role-
referencing influences perceived employee professionalism but has little
effect on positive stereotype confirmation. However, our results do not con-
firm a congruity effect of consistent stereotypical information.
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Public service stereotypes have been a prominent subject of various studies in public administration
research (Hvidman 2019; Hvidman and Andersen 2016; Marvel 2015; Meier, Johnson, and An 2019;
Tummers 2019; Willems 2020). There are manifold everyday life examples that address either the abstract
notion of public administration in general, such as ‘inefficient government’ or ‘rigid procedures’, or aim
directly at employees working in the public sector, such as the ‘lazy bureaucrats’. Public sector employees
are often referred to with a set of stereotypical associations, distinguishing them—at least with respect to
their public image—from employees in the private sector. Evidently, these stereotypes are often argued to
have a rather negative connotation (Tummers 2019; Van de Walle 2004).

These stereotypes are argued to have wide-reaching effects, including diminishing citizens’
trust in institutions (Stouffer 1955; Van de Walle 2004) and the attractiveness of public sector
jobs (Korac, Lindenmeier, and Saliterer 2020; Ritz and Waldner 2011) as well as affecting the
results of citizen evaluation (del Pino, Calzada, and D�ıaz-Pulido 2016). Thus, stereotypes play an
important role in citizen-state interactions at all levels.

However, the cognitive processes that form the basis of these stereotypes, and the heuristic-based
processing of stereotypical information, remain empirically vague. Nonetheless, as Van de Walle
(2004) argues, it is relevant to understand the stereotypes of public servants and the effects they have
on the public sector. Moreover, if we better understand the cognitive processes underlying the stereo-
types and citizens’ overall perceptions, and how they are amplified with stereotype-confirming
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information, we can also elaborate more precisely on theoretical and practical recommendations to
change the undesired stereotypes of public servants. Therefore, we aim to gain a better understanding
of how citizens process information of public servant stereotypes. In particular, we focus on the effect
of stereotype-confirming information on the employee’s professional image as perceived by others. In
other words, our research questions are as follows: Do employees in the public sector have a less pro-
fessional reputation due to the fact that they are employed in the public sector, and is this less profes-
sional reputation aggravated as a result of stereotype-confirming information?

First, we empirically test whether public servants are indeed perceived as less competent and profes-
sional, just because they are working in the public sector. In doing so, we put a widespread assumption in
political and societal debates as well as in the academic community to the test. Second, relying on the
extensive literature from social psychology on employees’ perceived professional reputation, we test the
additional effect of non-work role-referencing (NWRR) on professional reputation. Non-work role refer-
encing describes the use of artifacts and activities at the workplace that refer to an individual’s domains of
family and/or community (Fisher, Bulger, and Smith 2009, 442). This can, for example, encompass infor-
mal and colloquial ways of communication or decorating one’s workplace with personal mementos, such
as family pictures. It is hypothesized that encountering such artifacts, customers or colleagues will perceive
employee’s as being less competent due to the blending of professional and private life domains. Hereby,
our study additionally replicated insights from social psychology in a public administration context while
introducing a novel concept to this field of research. Third, we combine these two main assumptions in
order to advance the theoretical development and empirical investigation of stereotypes and heuristic-based
thinking. In doing so, we answer the call that combining insights from the public administration literature
with other disciplines, such as social psychology, can improve our understanding of fundamental cognitive
processes (Grimmelikhuijsen et al. 2017; Kelman 2007). Concretely, as non-work role referencing has been
assumed negatively to affect professional reputation (Uhlmann et al. 2013), it provides a useful concept to
test stereotype confirming cognitive processing. For that reason, we rely on the extensive literature of heu-
ristics-based thinking to argue that additional stereotype-confirming information increases effects of low
perceived individual professionalism (Bodenhausen and Wyer 1985). In testing this interaction, we may
show how concrete characteristics of public servants indeed relate to such strong beliefs about public serv-
ants, and we can test whether assumptions of the more fundamental social psychology literature also apply
to assumed stereotypes about public servants. In other words, and building on fundamental insights on
stereotyping cognitive processes, we examine the hypothesis that congruent stereotypical information on
being less professional—due to the sector in which someone works combined with individual non-work
role referencing—can lead to an even more negative evaluation of that person’s professionalism.

For our empirical design, we rely on a seminal study in organizational psychology (Uhlmann et al.
2013) and build on their experimental design. However, we adjust and elaborate their design for a
better fit with our specific research aim in the context of public servant stereotypes. This means that
we adjust the design to test the main effect of sector of employment on employee professional image.
As a result, we are on the one hand able to replicate the findings of Uhlmann et al. (2013) with a
substantially larger sample (n¼ 1,412; MTurk online survey). On the other hand, we elaborate their
design by additionally testing (1) the effect of sector of employment—to test a potential anti-public
servant bias—and (2) the interaction of that sector-effect with the effect of non-work role-referencing.
Testing this interaction contributes to theory confirmation and elaboration about cognitive processes
on stereotype confirmation in a public administration context, and in general.

Theory

Stereotypes and heuristics

Stereotypes are ubiquitous in human societies. As social interaction and communication are com-
plex phenomena, interaction partners face an overwhelming flood of information from various
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explicit and implicit sources, which are difficult to decode (Bodenhausen 1993, 13ff).
Simultaneously, humans tend to satisfice during such interactions due to limited resources and
capacities (Simon 1955). Thus, stereotypes serve as an efficient information source to categorize
subjects and derive characteristics and appropriate behavior toward these subjects. Bodenhausen
and Macrae (1998, 4) define stereotypes as “descriptive concepts that are associated with member-
ship in a social category.” Humans tend to rely upon such categorization “whenever they lack the
ability or the inclination to think more extensively about the unique personal qualities of out-
group members” (Bodenhausen, Sheppard, and Kramer 1994, 49).

Moreover, building on the heuristics-systematics framework in social psychology, stereotypes
can be categorized as a heuristic (Bodenhausen 1993; Bodenhausen and Wyer 1985). Heuristics
are defined as “knowledge structures, presumably learned and stored in memory” (Chen,
Duckworth, and Chaiken 1999, 44). These structures provide quick and effortless access to sup-
portive information.

Further, systematic processing describes a conscious and effortful retrieval and appraisal of
information in order to make decisions. However, the process that is chosen and applied depends
on the resources and motivation available in specific situations (Chen, Duckworth, and Chaiken
1999). If individuals find themselves confronted with complex information, time-pressure, and a
lack of motivation, they are more likely to rely on heuristics (Wegener, Clark, and Petty 2006,
43). Therefore, “stereotype use is efficient not only during the encoding of social information, but
also during its retrieval” (Sherman and Bessenoff 1999, 106). People rely on stereotypes to make
social judgments (Bodenhausen and Wyer 1985), especially when those individuals are out-
group members.

It is, however, imperative to be aware that stereotypes do not only focus on negative projec-
tions. So-called ‘positive stereotypes’ associate certain characteristics (e.g., race) with positive
expectations, such as athletic or cognitive skills (Czopp 2008). While one might make the mistake
of belittling such types of stereotypes, they follow the same cognitive processes as their ‘negative’
counterparts. Furthermore, studies have shown the discriminating effects of such positive stereo-
types (Czopp, Kay, and Cheryan 2015; Kay et al. 2013).

In the following section, we develop the three hypotheses for our study. While Hypothesis 1
covers the intensively discussed topic of anti-public sector bias, Hypothesis 2 focuses on a social
psychological phenomenon of non-work role referencing as a cue for stereotype-based assess-
ments. Hypothesis 3 provides a combination of both cues. Thus, we heed the call by
Grimmelikhuijsen et al. (2017) for combining social psychology with public administra-
tion research.

Employee professional image and sector-specific stereotypes

Organizations often form a strong social identity under which its members are supposed to be
subsumed (Pratt and Corley 2007). In organizations offering services to clients, professionalism is
one of most commonly assumed characteristics that members of the organization are expected to
hold (Morrow and Goetz 1988). However, this notion of professionalism differs from what sociol-
ogists define as a profession and is used more broadly in this stream of research on employees’
professional image (Roberts 2005). In this sense, professionalism is the “individual’s ability to
meet normative expectations by effectively providing a given service to clients and colleagues”
(Roberts 2005, 687). Thus, it is desirable for an organization to have staff which is associated
with characteristics and competences that are related to successful and effective service delivery.

Meanwhile, social identity theory differentiates between the self-perceived and others-perceived
professional image (Stets and Burke 2000). The first is often referred to as a desired or intended
image and conceptualizes our own expectations and definition of our social identity (Brown
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2006). Accordingly, one implicitly or explicitly chooses social groups one identifies with and
wants to belong to.

Building and maintaining a professional reputation among customers and colleagues are the
result of relevant work-related signals which may stem from various sources. First, employees
may directly demonstrate professionalism through their behavior (Hoobler, Wayne, and Lemmon
2009). Second, clients might formally and informally exchange opinions or experiences with each
other about an employee, which in turn influences their images about the employee (Michelson,
van Iterson, and Waddington 2010). Due to these social constructionist processes among col-
leagues and supervisors, the shared image about an employee constitute their professional reputa-
tion (Roberts 2005). However, when groups of people are similarly affected by common sources
in terms of their personal reputation, stereotypes emerge that in turn lead to assumptions about
other individuals with similar group characteristics. As a result, a mutual influence between sector
and organizational characteristics on the one hand, and individual and group stereotypes on the
other, can be assumed. This is important to study, as group and individual stereotypes might
affect the organization’s attractiveness as an employer. More specifically, public organizations that
suffer from a negative reputation might struggle to attract qualified employees (Korac,
Lindenmeier, and Saliterer 2020; Ritz and Waldner 2011).

Furthermore, negative professional stereotypes of employees may reduce the trust put in these
organizations (Van de Walle 2004). This is especially important for public organizations which
depend on institutional trust. Moreover, the perceived professional image also affects the direct
interactions of employees with clients. Studies have shown that the professional image of employ-
ees affects the client’s perception, resulting in lower expectations (Keh and Xie 2009), lower satis-
faction levels (Habel et al. 2016; Kleijnen, de Ruyter, and Andreassen 2005), and lower thresholds
for frustration in case of failures (Mostafa et al. 2015). Additionally, the reputation affects the cli-
ent’s behavior by, for example increasing customer loyalty (Nguyen and Leblanc 2001; Srivastava
and Sharma 2013).

Cues to assess this image may stem from various sources such as the organization’s reputation,
own experiences, or word-of-mouth. However, we argue that sectoral associations may be an
important source for individual employee stereotypes. Several studies in public administration
research have focused on a potential anti-public sector bias (Hvidman 2019; Hvidman and
Andersen 2016; Marvel 2015). Scholars argue that the general public holds implicit attitudes that
cause an unconscious association of public organizations and their members with negative frames
such as inefficiency, ineffectiveness, and slack (Tummers 2019). These prejudices may hold even
if individuals have opposite experiences (del Pino, Calzada, and D�ıaz-Pulido 2016).

These prejudices are often amplified through media (Druckman and Parkin 2005; Ladd and
Lenz 2009), continuous political blame shifting toward public organizations, and societal narra-
tives which present negative connotations of words such as bureaucracy (Hvidman and Andersen
2016). Public servants are, therefore, often described as lazy, hiding behind rules and regulations,
and inflexible. Such depictions may affect citizens’ perception of employees’ abilities to solve
problems in citizen-state interactions. Further, Marvel (2015) argues that implicit attitudes influ-
ence explicit attitudes toward individuals, eventually affecting their behavior. In this context, a
study by Hvidman and Andersen (2016) found experimental evidence that public hospitals are
viewed as being less efficient while displaying more red tape. These results were partially repli-
cated in two follow-up studies by Hvidman (2019). Van den Bekerom, van der Voet, and
Christensen (2020) find that citizens preferring private sector service provision tend to penalize
public service providers more severely in case of service failures. Furthermore, clients may pre-
sume that public employees suffer from higher constraints on their job, e.g. due to less funding
or red tape which may affect their decision-making and performance capacities (Barnes and
Henly 2018).

4 M. DÖRING AND J. WILLEMS



However, Willems (2020) finds that negative words are associated with public servants, but
that these play only a minor role. This is supported by a study from de Boer (2020) that finds
that both, positive and negative characteristics are associated with various types of street-level
bureaucrats.

Nevertheless, as these studies do not explicitly focus on the public sector framing, for which a
negative connotation has been documented in the literature, we hypothesize that a sector-related
cue will result in less professional image attributed to employees working in the public sector.

Hypothesis 1: Employees of the public sector have a less professional image compared to employees in the
private sector.

Role-referencing in public encounters

Stereotypes derive from various sources such as own experiences or narratives from trusted sour-
ces. Moreover, they are activated in different situations. Public encounters or direct citizen-state
interactions are some of the occasions that, aside from general attitudinal judgments, provide a
multitude of cues, artifacts, and signals to form judgments. Visual artifacts, such as employees’
and workspaces’ appearance, are an especially strong source of information that may contribute
to situational assessments. Scholars have shown the impact of such cues on citizen-state interac-
tions (Karl, Hall, and Peluchette 2013; Raaphorst and van de Walle 2017). Moreover, non-work
role referencing provides a significant source for such artifacts during interactions, and thus, may
play an important role for stereotypical assessments.

Research on the boundary between work and non-work domains has gained substantial atten-
tion in organizational research over the past years. Numerous studies have examined the effects
of work-life balance measures (for a review, see Kossek and Lambert 2004) and investigated the
various consequences if this balance is shifted. Studies on work/non-work boundaries have further
investigated how individuals manage their different work and non-work roles in the working
environment (Greenhaus and Parasuraman 1999; Maxwell and McDougall 2004). Accordingly,
some employees will pursue a strategy of segmentation, where they will try to clearly differentiate
between their private and professional networks and environments by limiting information diffu-
sion between either sphere and adjusting their behavior. However, other employees are more
likely to blend these roles where they will “behave similarly with their co-workers as with their
neighbors” (Uhlmann et al. 2013, 867). This may also translate to the organization and decoration
of their workplace. Offices may be decorated with personal elements such as family pictures,
motivational post cards, comics, etc. Such an individualization of the workplace may come with
several advantages for the employee (Elsbach 2004), such as increased satisfaction (Donald 1994)
and performance (Sundstrom and Altman 1989). However, it also serves as a source of signals
toward coworkers and clients. These artifacts signal an accordance of the different roles and alter-
native roles expected from the employee (Ashford and Northcraft 1992). A collection of artifacts
that deviate from expected roles may change the employee’s image perceived by others, such
as clients.

Acknowledging the effect of perceivable artifacts on professional image, impression manage-
ment is discussed as an essential element in professional services of various types (Bolino, Klotz,
and Daniels 2014; Swartz and Iacobucci 2000). For instance, studies point to the importance of
visual appearances, such as dressing (Rafaeli and Pratt 1993; Smith, Chandler, and Schwarz 2020).
For example, Furnham, Shuen Chan, and Wilson (2013) show that an employee’s attire affects
the assessment of professionalism by the client.

Members who identify with this image will pursue displaying these characteristics to outer
groups, thus shaping their behavior (Roberts 2005). Karl, Hall, and Peluchette (2013) found evi-
dence that this is a crucial mechanism in public services as well. They found that public
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employees in a U.S. municipality felt more authoritative and competent when dressing formally
for their job. The respondents also expect that the dress code has an impact on their competence
perceived by clients.

However, this self-image is not necessarily congruent with the image perceived by others. The
perceived image is shaped by one’s nonverbal cues, verbal disclosures, and actions. These ele-
ments may unintentionally differ from the expected image that employees want to display.

Uhlmann et al. (2013) investigated the effect of workplace decoration on the perceived profes-
sional image of employees. They found that fictitious employees are expected to have more non-
work role referencing artifacts attached to their workplace if they are described as unprofessional.
As various public services are provided within public offices, it is essential to understand the con-
figuration of such workplaces. Visual artifacts such as the personalization of workspaces (Wells,
Thelen, and Ruark 2007) have been shown to have complex relationships with antecedents and
effects. Scheiberg found that the decoration of the individual workspace with personal mementos
serves as “reflexive communication” (1990, 335) to help cope emotionally and intellectually with
the day-to-day work. Other studies have shown that such personal displays have a positive impact
on the employees’ well-being and job satisfaction (Brill 1984; Wells 2000). However, such displays
may also negatively affect others’ perception of performance (Brown and Zhu 2016).

Thus, we hypothesize that displays of substantial non-work role-referencing results in lower
levels of professionalism perceived by others.

Hypothesis 2: Higher levels of non-work role referencing result in a lower professional employee image.

On “confirming stereotypes”

As argued above, people tend to use heuristics when confronted with various pieces of informa-
tion and cues. A decision heuristic that is often discussed in this context is the representativeness
heuristic, which evaluates the extent to which new information about a person is similar to an
existing stereotypical image (Bodenhausen 1990; Grant and Mizzi 2014; Tversky and Kahneman
1983). When information about a person confirms this stereotype, the representativeness heuris-
tics enables one to classify (the information about) this person with little mental effort within a
broader, existing mental framework (Feldman 1981). However, due to this cognitive framing pro-
cess, it is likely that other stereotypic characteristics are attributed to a specific person, even when
no information was given on these characteristics in the first place (Bodenhausen 1990).
Furthermore, Bodenhausen and Wyer (1985) show that people attempt to interpret additional
data in order to confirm stereotypes. If such data disconfirms stereotypes, people tend to even
ignore such data (Bohnet, van Geen, and Bazerman 2016).

Hence, when a citizen is confronted with information or cues about an employee that is con-
sistent with the characteristics of a stereotypical public sector employee, it is likely that an uncon-
scious attribution is made of other characteristics as well (Dumas and Sanchez-Burks 2015;
Feldman 1981; Uhlmann et al. 2013). Under the assumptions that public sector employees are
attributed with a less professional image (Hypothesis 1) and that non-work role referencing also
signals lower levels of professionalism (Hypothesis 2), we expect that both characteristics
reinforce each other. Consequently, we can anticipate that when a citizen is confronted with add-
itional non-work role information about an employee—which is information that is relevant for
the particular work role of the employee (Olson-Buchanan and Boswell 2006)—the citizen is
more likely to attribute other characteristics of the public sector employee stereotype and as a
result, is also more likely to consider the employee as being less professional, even if no explicit
information about professionalism was given. Hence, building on the representativeness heuristic,
we test how individuals combine seemingly congruent cues that are supposed to trigger represen-
tativeness heuristics. Thus, due to stereotype-conforming cognitive processes, we assume that
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non-work role referencing will aggravate the negative impact of the public sector cues on the
employees’ professional reputation.

Hypothesis 3: Higher levels of non-work role referencing reinforce the negative public sector effect on
professional employee image.

Method

Experimental setting

We conducted an online experiment with a 2� 2� 2-between-subjects design, in which we
closely followed certain design features given by Uhlmann et al. (2013). Respondents were given
one of eight vignettes, which all contained a description of an employee along with an office pic-
ture (see the Appendix for all survey material). Across all vignettes, the basic description of the
employee was kept constant and mentioned that the employee works as an accountant who assists
citizens if they have questions about their taxes. As a first treatment, we varied the type of organ-
ization where the employee worked (public or private), which enabled us to test Hypothesis 1. As
a second treatment, we manipulated the level of non-work role-referencing (low vs. high), which
was done by varying the level of non-work role referencing in the office pictures. One picture
showed the employee’s office with very little non-work role-referencing, while the other picture
showed the exact same office but with the addition of several non-work role referencing elements
(e.g. Family pictures, sunglasses, and post cards). This allowed us to test Hypothesis 2 and 3.
Moreover, by diversifying the type of treatment by including a visual cue, we enhanced the cogni-
tive stimulation in comparison to treatments solely relying on text vignettes.

However, while Uhlmann et al. (2013) asked participants to assign these pictures to fictitious
(un-)professional employees, we asked respondents to evaluate their assessment of professional-
ism, based on the pictures. Thus, our design is more consistent with the causal relation embedded
in the logic of Hypotheses 2 and 3 and the literature built on for these hypotheses. Hence, while
adapting the design of Uhlmann et al. (2013) as a starting point, we provide a conceptual replica-
tion (Walker, James, and Brewer 2017) of the original study by advancing its theoretical implica-
tions through adaptions fitting our theoretical elaborations. Therefore, and similar to Uhlmann
et al. (2013), we also included an additional treatment with respect to gender as this was also var-
ied—as a control—in their original study. This also serves as a control treatment to rule out gen-
der-based biases. However, for the sake of parsimony, it is not part of the theoretical frame of
our study. The employee in the description was either called Stephanie or Eric (i.e. the same
names as in the original study by Uhlmann et al.).

Procedure

Having our 2� 2� 2-design in mind, we are able to detect a small effect size (f¼ 0.10) under the
following assumptions: balanced one-way analysis of variance, k¼ 8 (number of groups), n¼ 175
(minimum number of observations per group), significance level ¼ 0.05, power ¼ 0.8, (Champely
2018; Cohen 1988).

Our online experiment was administered with Qualtrics surveys, and we relied on Mechanical
Turk (MTurk) respondents. As the survey was expected to take less than one minute, respondents
were paid US $0.20 for completion. Respondents were informed upfront that their participation
was anonymous, voluntary, and served scientific research only. Moreover, they were informed
that the payment might have been contingent upon correctly answering some attention questions.
However, as it only concerned a small task for a minimal amount, we opened the questionnaire
to 2,000 respondents and paid all of them. In a later stage, we deleted responses from our sample
when they did not answer the basic attention questions correctly; however, this did not affect the
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payment of this small amount. We paid all the respondents for the following two reasons: first,
due to the small task, the payment itself covers the minimal time at a rate of about US $12 per
hour. However, and more importantly, being rejected might have a substantially stronger negative
effect for the MTurk workers as being rejected for a single task can influence their worker rating
and therefore, they might potentially miss out on other and more valuable HITs. Additionally,
answering a questionnaire in a “successful” way is likely not a good criterion for task perform-
ance in other MTurk tasks. Second, paying all the respondents justifies the use of all the data
obtained, including answers from respondents that, for example, failed the attention questions.
Aronow, Baron, and Pinson (2019) cautiously noted that dropping cases that fail attentions
checks may systematically distort results during the analysis. Thus, comparing both samples with
and without successful attention check allows for sensitivity testing.

After a small introduction, respondents were randomly assigned (using Qualtrics build-in ran-
domizer) to one of eight groups based on the 2� 2� 2-design. Along with the presentation of
the vignette, including the office picture, respondents were asked to rate the focal person
(Stephanie or Eric) based on nine characteristics by use of a seven-point Likert scale (see:
Measurement).

On a subsequent page, respondents were asked some attention check questions in which they
were asked to remember exact details that concerned several elements of the description in the
vignette. In total, four such questions were asked. For example, with respect to the treatments of
our experiment, we asked respondents to remember for which kind of organization the focal per-
son worked, where the true answers were embedded in a list of four options. Similar for the
names of the target person, the two actual options were embedded in a randomized list of four
names. We also asked additional attention questions on elements that did not vary across
vignettes (see the Appendix for the full experiment design and measures). The questionnaire
ended with asking for the respondent’s age, gender, and political identification (conserva-
tive/liberal).

This study was conducted following ethical requirements of the University of Hamburg.1 All
participants were provided with full information. All materials and data are available on Open
Science Framework (OSF): https://osf.io/g58ht/

Measurement

Given the literature that we built on, which consists of a combination on public servant stereo-
types and on employee professionalism in the context of NWRR, we decided for measuring pro-
fessional image by following two strategies. First, we include items that directly focus on
professionalism. In doing so, we are able to directly compare our results with previous work on
NWRR (Uhlmann et al. 2013)—relevant for Hypothesis 2. Furthermore, we can analyze the rela-
tionship between stereotypical associations toward public servant confirmation and the evaluation
of professionalism (Hypothesis 3). Against this background, we included nine items, that had the
following structure: “Based on the following information do you think [Stephanie or Eric] is … ,”
each time followed by a personal characteristic. Seven Likert-scale response options were pro-
vided, ranging from ‘Extremely unlikely’ (�3) to ‘Extremely likely’ (3). To probe perceived profes-
sionalism—based on the original study of Uhlmann et al. (2013), we asked for the following two
characteristics: professional (þ) and competent (þ). Internally consistency is high (Cronbach’s
alpha ¼ 0.73). Second, we rely on recent studies on public servant stereotypes (de Boer 2020;
Van de Walle 2004; Willems 2020) to test the effects of our experimental treatments on stereotyp-
ical associations that are relevant for public servants. As a result, we can test the extent to which
our experimental treatments aggravate stereotypical associations, which relates to Hypotheses 1
and 3. These personal characteristics are: caring (þ), dedicated (þ), hardworking (þ), helpful
(þ), corrupt (�), greedy (�), and lazy (�). They were selected based on the data and analysis
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from Willems (2020), which shows that these are the most-occurring stereotypical associations
for public servants in the US. Originally, we planned to conduct our main analysis based on one
main construct including all nine items. However, a further post-hoc analysis—pinpointed by one
of the reviewers2—and based on the argument for better face validity—showed that because of
discriminant effects it is more informative to analyze the stereotype and professionalism items as
separate constructs. Therefore, our further analysis makes a distinction between these two con-
cepts and focusses on them as different dependent variables that focus on professionalism, and
stereotype confirmation, respectively. The analysis based on all nine items combined is reported
in the supplementary materials. A comparison between both analysis strategies reveals only minor
differences.

We added a tenth item that probed for the level of NWRR in the picture as a manipulation
check The item was formulated as “… has a lot of non-work related elements in the office?,”
and was also answered using the same 7-point Likert-scale. As non-work role-referencing, in con-
trast to the other treatments in our experiment, was not verbally communicated in the vignette, it
was necessary to test whether the picture indeed induced this difference. Hence, this question
also functions as a manipulation check question.

Sample

In total, 2,029 respondents started the survey (and saw the vignette), of which 1,941 finished the
survey and got paid. After evaluation of the quality control questions and the accurate recollec-
tion of information about the treatments from the vignettes, we retained 1,412 respondents for
further analysis. Given the short vignette descriptions, we assume that people that did not
remember the basic information, did not pay sufficient attention to the treatment information, or
did not read the vignette at all.

In the Appendix we additionally analyze whether respondent drop-out—based on failing the
attention questions—is related to treatment or control variables. Older people are less like to
remember all vignette information (odds ratio ¼ 1.02: p< 0.001). Moreover, people who received
the picture with more non-work role-referencing are also more likely to answer at least one atten-
tion question wrongly (odds ratio ¼ 1.54: p< 0.05), and were thus not included in the strict sam-
ple. An interpretation could be—based on the literature that we build on for Hypothesis 2—that
due to the lower professional perception created by non-work role-referencing, respondents have
potentially less interest in details about a person, or are cognitively less triggered (Gigerenzer
2008; Goldstein and Gigerenzer 2002). Or more likely, and inherent to random experiments, this
is probably a randomness issue (Mutz, Pemantle, and Pham 2019).

Results of the analysis on the full data set—without deleting these respondents—are also
reported in the online supplementary materials; as well as an additional robustness test on
whether dropouts relate to treatment and control variables. These additional analyses shows that
only a minimal effect of NWRR exists. We can assume that—because of the picture—this treat-
ment was immediately noticed. However, the text-related treatments do not have an effect in this
additional analysis, as we can assume that people did not pay (sufficient) attention to it. This jus-
tifies the approach to build our interpretations on a sample for which we can assume that
respondents read the vignettes.

Results

The manipulation check for induced impression of non-work role referencing in the office picture
suggest that the visual clues had indeed the intended effect (ANOVA test: df ¼ 1,410; SS ¼
2,253; F¼ 884.7; p< 0.001). Moreover, from the total sample, 1,412 respondents answered all four
attention questions correctly. The analysis reported here is based on this restricted sample of
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respondents for which we assumed they paid sufficient attention to the vignette. However, as
excluding participants who failed the attention check might bias the results (Aronow, Baron, and
Pinson 2019), we repeated the analysis utilizing the full sample (see the Appendix).

Table 1 reports the mean values per treatment group along with group sizes, for (A) the pro-
fessionalism items and (B) the stereotype confirmation items. Table 2 reports the output of the
OLS regressions with (A) professionalism and (B) positive stereotype conformation as dependent

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the dependent variables (A) professionalism and (B) positive stereotype confirmation for the
eight treatment groups.

A: Professionalism

Treatment 1 Treatment 2 Treatment 3 N mean s.e. CI-LB CI-UB

Private No NWRR Stephanie 159 2.14 0.06 2.02 2.26
Public No NWRR Stephanie 178 1.96 0.06 1.83 2.08
Private No NWRR Eric 175 2.09 0.06 1.97 2.20
Public No NWRR Eric 172 2.05 0.06 1.93 2.17
Private NWRR Stephanie 183 1.84 0.06 1.72 1.97
Public NWRR Stephanie 186 1.73 0.07 1.59 1.86
Private NWRR Eric 183 1.94 0.06 1.82 2.07
Public NWRR Eric 176 1.69 0.06 1.58 1.81

B: Positive stereotype confirmation

Treatment 1 Treatment 2 Treatment 3 N mean s.e. CI-LB CI-UB

Private No NWRR Stephanie 159 1.85 0.06 1.73 1.96
Public No NWRR Stephanie 178 1.65 0.06 1.53 1.78
Private No NWRR Eric 175 1.65 0.06 1.53 1.77
Public No NWRR Eric 172 1.67 0.06 1.55 1.79
Private NWRR Stephanie 183 1.92 0.05 1.81 2.02
Public NWRR Stephanie 186 1.74 0.07 1.60 1.87
Private NWRR Eric 183 1.83 0.06 1.72 1.95
Public NWRR Eric 176 1.63 0.05 1.52 1.74

Treatment 1 (T1)—‘public sector’ vs. ‘private sector’.
Treatment 2 (T2)—‘non-work role-referencing’ (NWRR) vs. ‘no NWRR’.
Treatment 3 (T3)—‘Stephanie’ (female) vs. ‘Eric’ (male).
N¼ 1,412.
CI LB/UB: 95% confidence interval with Lower (LB) and upper bound (UB).

Table 2 (A). OLS regressions for professionalism, without (Model 1) and with control variables (Model 2).

Model 1 Model 2

b CI p b CI p

(Intercept) 2.14 2.01–2.27 <0.001 2.01 1.81–2.20 <0.001
T1: Sector (public ¼ 1) (H1) 20.19 �0.36–�0.01 0.039 20.19 �0.37–�0.01 0.035
T2: NWRR (NWRR ¼ 1) (H2) 20.30 �0.48–�0.12 0.001 20.32 �0.49–�0.14 <0.001
T3: Gender (Eric ¼ 1) �0.06 �0.23–0.12 0.538 �0.07 �0.24–0.11 0.457
T1� T2 (H3) 0.07 �0.17–0.32 0.571 0.08 �0.16–0.33 0.509
T1� T3 0.15 �0.10–0.40 0.236 0.16 �0.09–0.41 0.203
T2� T3 0.16 �0.09–0.40 0.21 0.18 �0.07–0.42 0.161
T1� T2� T3 �0.29 �0.63–0.06 0.104 �0.30 �0.64–0.05 0.093
Age (in years) 0.00 0.00–0.01 0.028
Respondent’s gender (male ¼ 1) �0.06 �0.15–0.03 0.175
Political identification 20.04 �0.08–�0.01 0.006
Observations 1,412 1,412
R2/R2 adjusted 0.033/0.029 0.043/0.036

T1: Treatment 1—‘public sector’ (1) vs. ‘private sector’ (0).
T2: Treatment 2—‘non-work role-referencing’ (NWRR ¼ 1) vs. ‘no NWRR’ (0).
T3: Treatment 3—‘Stephanie’ (female ¼ 0) vs. ‘Eric’ (male ¼ 1).
Professionalism is average of items: professional (þ) and competent (þ) (Cronbach’s a¼ 0.73; 7-point Likert scale: ‘Extremely
unlikely’ (�3) to ‘Extremely likely’ (3)).

Political identification: 5-point Likert scale ‘liberal’ to ‘conservative’ (2 items; Cronbach’s a¼ 0.87).
CI: 95%-confidence intervals.
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variables, while Figures 1A and 1B give insights into group differences and their significance
based on 95%-confidence intervals.

For sector difference, a public sector framing results in a small but significantly negative effect
on the perceived professionalism (Table 2A: b ¼ �0.19; p< 0.05). That means that public sector
workers are seen as less professional, which supports Hypothesis 1. However, we also refer to
Figure 1A, giving a visual indication of this relatively small difference on a 7-point scale.

Figure 1. (A) For the dependent variably ‘Professionalism’ (on Y-axis); Means and 95% confidence of group means showing dif-
ference for public (right) vs. private (left) sector employees (Treatment 1), reported with main split for non-work role-referencing
(Treatment 2), and for gender (Treatment 3). (B) For the dependent variably ‘Stereotypes’ (on Y-axis); Means and 95% confidence
of group means showing difference for public (right) vs. private (left) sector employees (Treatment 1), reported with main split
for non-work role-referencing (Treatment 2), and for gender (Treatment 3).
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Consistently, the positive stereotype confirmation (H1a) is slightly more negative for the public
sector (Table 2B; b ¼ �0.19; p< 0.05). That is despite the fact that these associations were par-
ticularly identified for public servants (Willems 2020). Overall, our data supports Hypothesis 1,
though with minimal effect size.

Furthermore, more non-work role-referencing is perceived as less professional, compared to
no NWRR (Table 2A: b ¼ �0.30; p< 0.001) which is consistent with Hypothesis 2. In contrast,
the positive stereotype confirmation shows no significant difference.

In sum, both Hypotheses 1 and 2 are supported based on perceived professionalism, and par-
tially based on the positive (and reversed negative) common associations made about public serv-
ants. Hence, despite the positive overall correlation between professionalism and stereotype
confirmation (r¼ 0.661), the concepts show some discriminant validity for the treatments of this
experiment. This distinction is elaborated in more detail in the discussion section.

As a control treatment, we also looked if a female versus a male name of the employee evoked
differences for perceived professionalism (A) as well as stereotypical confirmation (B). ‘Eric’, com-
pared to ‘Stephanie’, is perceived as less positive with respect to stereotype confirmation (Table
2B: b ¼ �0.20; p< 0.05). But there is no significant difference for professionalism. Moreover,
intercepts for both dependent variables are significantly positive, meaning that respondents
answered on average on the positive side of the 7-point Likert scale with 0 as the middle option.

Table 2(A) and 2(B) reports the analyses with and without control variables. The main effects
are robust. Furthermore, men are overall more negative about stereotypical associations, but not
professionalism. The more conservative responders are with respect to political identification, the
more negative they are about stereotypical associations and professionalism. A significant but
negligibly small age effects is also visible, showing that older people are more positive.

Finally, the results in Table 2(A) and 2(B) show that none of the interaction terms is signifi-
cant. As a result, Hypothesis 3 is not supported by our data, neither for perceived professionalism
nor for stereotype confirmation.

Discussion

This study offers four contributions to public administration research:

Table 2 (B). OLS regressions for positive stereotype confirmation, without (Model 1) and with control variables (Model 2).

Model 1 Model 2

b CI p b CI p

(Intercept) 1.85 1.72–1.97 <0.001 1.70 1.52–1.89 <0.001
T1: Sector (public ¼ 1) (H1) 20.19 �0.36–�0.02 0.027 20.20 �0.37–�0.03 0.019
T2: NWRR (NWRR ¼ 1) (H2) 0.07 �0.10–0.24 0.424 0.05 �0.12–0.22 0.560
T3: Gender (Eric ¼ 1) 20.20 �0.37–�0.03 0.025 20.22 �0.39–�0.05 0.013
T1� T2 (H3) 0.01 �0.22–0.25 0.917 0.02 �0.21–0.26 0.835
T1� T3 0.21 �0.03–0.45 0.083 0.23 �0.01–0.47 0.058
T2� T3 0.11 �0.12–0.35 0.346 0.13 �0.10–0.37 0.263
T1� T2� T3 �0.24 �0.57–0.10 0.167 �0.24 �0.57–0.09 0.151
Age (in years) 0.01 0.00–0.01 0.003
Respondent’s gender (male ¼ 1) 20.12 �0.21–�0.04 0.004
Political identification 20.03 �0.07–�0.00 0.025
Observations 1,412 1,412
R2/R2 adjusted 0.016/0.011 0.032/0.025

T1: Treatment 1—‘public sector’ (1) vs. ‘private sector’ (0).
T2: Treatment 2—‘non-work role-referencing’ (NWRR ¼ 1) vs. ‘no NWRR’ (0).
T3: Treatment 3—‘Stephanie’ (female ¼ 0) vs. ‘Eric’ (male ¼ 1).
Positive stereotype conformation is average of items: caring (þ), dedicated (þ), hardworking (þ), helpful (þ), corrupt (�),
greedy (�), and lazy (�) (Cronbach’s a¼ 0.85; 7-point Likert scale: ‘Extremely unlikely’ (�3) to ‘Extremely likely’ (3)).

Political identification: 5-point Likert scale ‘liberal’ to ‘conservative’ (2 items; Cronbach’s a¼ 0.87).
CI: 95%-confidence intervals.
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First, we add to the current research on public sector stereotypes by providing potential evi-
dence for a potential bias on the micro-assessment of public employees’ professionalism. While
we found a significantly lower level of professionalism attributed to public compared to private
employees, the effect size is rather small. Hence, the results of this study stand in between studies
providing evidence in favor of such biases (Hvidman 2019; Hvidman and Andersen 2016; Marvel
2015) and those failing to find differences (Jilke, van Dooren, and Rys 2018; Meier, Johnson, and
An 2019). Furthermore, Meier, Johnson, and An (2019) provide a direct replication of Hvidman
and Andersen’s study (2016) as they found no replicable results of a potential anti-public sec-
tor bias.

While there has been a long-standing debate about sector differences between public and pri-
vate (Boyne 2002), research provides evidence that these differences may not be as pronounced as
often assumed (Baarspul and Wilderom 2011; Frank and Lewis 2004) or that the research finds
signs of convergence (Desmarais and Abord de Chatillon 2010). Against this background, our
results show that for characteristics attributed to public servants (based on Willems 2020), only
small differences exist for a public-sector framing versus a private sector framing. Therefore, we
contribute to that stream of research by providing additional evidence and a micro approach to
potential anti-public sector bias by examining the perceived professional image of employees. The
results are also in line with Van de Walle (2004), who argues that such stereotypes matter less at
the specific micro-level, which was also addressed in the presented vignettes. Previous studies
have often assumed a direct spillover effect of sector bias on employees’ image. However, we sug-
gest that future research should attempt to decompose this effect to specific situations, specific
characteristics, and specific causalities. Does a major bias occur during the general assessment of
organizational performance in comparison to day-to-day micro interactions? Does the perception
differ between various job types within the public sector (de Boer 2020)? As Bysted and Hansen
(2015) suggest, there may be more variance between different subsectors/industries and job types,
than between the general public and private sector. Future research should contribute to our
understanding of what the underlying processes of a potential public sector bias are. Against this
background, we agree with Baarspul and Wilderom (2011) who have called for an improvement
of the theoretical underpinnings of supposed sector differences. Our results show sector differen-
ces with respect to professionalism, but not for characteristics particularly identified for public
servants. Hence, in addition to documenting stereotypes and associations, further research
remains necessary on what triggers particular cognitive associations.

Second, this study contributes to research on micro-management of workplaces. Our experi-
mental study is able to replicate the findings of Uhlmann et al. (2013), who found that the per-
ceived professional image is negatively related to the amount of artifacts of non-work role
referencing. Hence, we suggest that public organizations that have regular contact with clients
should be aware of this effect on client’s perception. As non-work role referencing may also have
a positive effect on employees’ psychological well-being, such personal artifacts should, however,
not be banned per se from the workplace. However, future research is needed to confirm our
findings as our results are to a degree contingent on the composition of our dependent variable
(see robustness analysis in the supplementary materials).

Third, based on our post-hoc analysis, our data indicates a small gender bias effect on positive
stereotypes. Female employees are more likely to be associated with positive traits, such as
‘dedicated’, ‘hardworking’, ‘not corrupt’, or ‘not greedy’. These results are in line with general
research on gender-role stereotypes affecting the perception of leaders, politicians, and other
groups (Alexander and Andersen 1993; Schneider and Bos 2014). However, this gender bias has
no effect on the perception of competence and professionalism.

Fourth, while public sector employees have been assessed as less professional on average—and
thereby reflecting assumed stereotypes—additional information on the state of the workplace
shows no effect on the appraisal of professionalism. For example, despite a moderate correlation
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between professionalism and positive stereotype conformation for public servant characteristics,
results are not consistent for both variables. This suggest that other types of information trigger
assumptions about sector stereotypes and about professionalism. Consequently, we also did not
find a stereotype-confirming effect of additive pieces of information. The results indicate that dis-
confirming information on professionalism indicated by non-work role referencing are ignored
when assessing stereotypes. This study also follows scholars’ call for studies with higher statistical
power. Due to the high level of statistical power in this study, we can be confident that there was
no substantial effect that remained undetected due to a lack of observations. In summation,
building upon earlier research in social psychology and public administration, we hypothesized
that sector of employment (Hypothesis 1) and non-work role referencing (Hypothesis 2) have a
negative effect on the professional reputation of employees as well as stereotypical associations. In
addition and relying on theoretical and empirical insights on stereotypes and heuristic cognitive
processes, we developed the hypothesis that both effects would aggravate each other as a result of
the stereotype-confirmation processes (Hypothesis 3). However, the non-existent or very minimal
main effects are likely that the reason that this particular context the stereotype-confirmation
assumption cannot be verified with this study, despite the substantial statistical power of our sam-
ple. In contrast, our study and design contribute to a more nuanced debate on the scale and
scope of a true anti-sector bias and the role of non-work role-referencing for professional
reputations.

Limitations and further research

Stereotypes have often been studied from a general societal perspective, by focusing, for example,
on ethnic and/or minority characteristics (Ashton and Esses 1999) or on gender-specific charac-
teristics in the overall work force (e.g. Diekman, Eagly, and Kulesa 2002). Similarly, the overall
public employee stereotype can be studied to develop a better understanding of stereotype think-
ing in the public sector context (Roberts 2005). Nevertheless, the current design, in which a non-
specific situation was used, can substantially be elaborated by taking a broader set of contextual
factors into account. For example, the stereotypical “police officer,” is substantially different from
the stereotypical “nurse,” “firefighter,” or “professor.” Nevertheless, the current argumentation—
that stereotype confirmation and disconfirmation help in explaining the associative process for
building professional reputations—would mean that stereotypes still, or even increasingly, play an
important role in the contemporary workplace. However, better understanding of these processes
also enables potentially changing stereotypes, and how they influence behavior, especially when it
concerns negative and non-accurate stereotypes.

Despite the fact that stereotypes are often argued to be negative and that they should be
avoided (Chan et al. 2012; Coffman 2014), the continuous fragmentation of needs and preferences
in our society could mean that stereotypes will remain playing a crucial role; only the stereotypes
themselves are changing. When we consider the ongoing trends of blurring boundaries between
work and nonwork roles (Kossek, Noe, and DeMarr 1999; Nippert-Eng 1996; Olson-Buchanan
and Boswell 2006), the content-related associations within existing stereotypes are likely changing
over time. Therefore, there is theoretical value in applying a framework that takes a broader and
more abstract approach. Based on the argumentation in this article, the results of this study and
of earlier empirical studies could be framed as public employee stereotype confirmation or dis-
confirmation with a positive and negative effect, respectively, on professional reputation.
However, characteristics of public employees can be very different in various contexts. Further
research could, thus, include contextual elements that influence the context-specific stereotypes
that are used. Furthermore, our data indicates that associated gender may play a role in the asso-
ciation of stereotypical traits. Future research should incorporate potential gender biases in their
design to investigate this phenomenon in more detail.
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While our data does not show a significant effect of non-work role referencing artifacts, there
are various types of signals and cues from service interactions left to examine. There are only a
few studies on such aspects of workplace configurations in a public sector context (Karl, Hall,
and Peluchette 2013; Scheiberg 1990), however, studies from the private sector emphasize their
relevance (Brill 1984; Brown and Zhu 2016; Wells 2000; Wells, Thelen, and Ruark 2007).

Conclusion

An employees’ professional image is an essential characteristic in service provisions as it sets the cli-
ent’s expectations of professionalism and competence in public and private service encounters. The
configuration of the workplace where service provisions take place plays a crucial role as a source for
implicit signals and cues determining the perceived professional image. This study contributes to our
knowledge of the effects of non-work role referencing artifacts. Drawing on social identity theory, we
conducted a vignette experiment that investigated the effects of such artifacts while examining the
potential effects of sector affiliation. The data showed no effect of non-work role referencing on the
perceived professional image of employees, while there is a significant but small difference for public
employees being perceived as less professional. Thus, our study cannot confirm the findings of
Uhlmann et al. (2013), while it contributes to the contested discourse about anti-public bias.

Notes

1. The University of Hamburg was the university where the second author was affiliated at the time of the
data collection for this study.

2. We thank the anonymous reviewer for the suggestion to analyze the professionalism dimension separately,
because of face validity: Stereotypical associations can be strongly related with professionalism but are not
necessarily the same cognitive construct. The stereotype and professionalism constructs in this study
correlate moderately (0.662). All nine items combined have a high-Cronbach alpha (0.88) and an
integrated analysis—based on an index of all items—is reported in the online supplementary materials.
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