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Students in MPA Programs Become Less Interested in Public 
Sector Work Over the Course of their Graduate Career 
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Source: Chetkovich, Carol. "Whats in a Sector? The Shifting Career Plans of Public Policy Students." Public Administration Review 63, no. 6 (2003): 660-74. 
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It’s easy blame the decline on structural problems 
in the public sector: 



   
 

But, what if the state of the Public 
Sector isn’t the whole story? 



Graduate Students! 
Professional Students! 

Interested in a 
Public Service Career? 

To participate in a 
University of Pennsylvania survey 

about career motivation 
ENTER TO WIN $25 AMAZON GIFT CARD 

bit.ly/gradpubservice 



 

  
  

Public Service 
Motivation 

How do students’ individual 
outlook on the world shape 
their education and career 

choices? 
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Students in degree programs traditionally associated with public 
sector work had higher levels of attraction to policy making 
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Commitment to Government Service Varied Across Areas of 
Study 
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Attractiveness of 
Government 

How do students’ views on 
our largest public institution 
influence their perception of 

public sector work? 
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Public Policy Masters and Ph.D. Students are 
More Likely to Rate Gov't the Most Effective Institution for 

Solving Public Problems 
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Figure 5: Students Trust Government’s Regulatory Authority 
More than Spending Authority 
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University 
Investment 

How does your university’s 
institutional investment in 
your program shape your 

career choices? 
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Most Graduate Students Think Their Program's Academic 
Support is Better Than Career Support 
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Ph.D. Students are Less Likely to Have Access to Career Services 
as Compared to Masters Students 

0.9 

0 

0.1 

0.2 

0.3 

0.4 

0.5 

0.6 

0.7 

0.8 

%
 o

f S
tu

de
nt

s A
ns

w
er

in
g 

"Y
es

" 

Q32: My program 
of study offers field-
specific career 
services 

Masters PhD Professional 

Area of Study 

University 
Investment 



 

  
   

   
  

Cost 

How do you define “cost”, 
and how does the cost of 

your degree and subsequent 
salary effect career decision 

making? 
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Organizational Mission is Overwhelmingly Student’s #1 
Consideration When Choosing a Job 
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In the Job Market, Students Seek a “Return on Investment” in 
their Graduate Education 

Students are very concerned about 
recouping the financial and time 

costs of their education, regardless 
of if they have loans 

Students expressed wiliness to take 
lower-paying jobs if they received 

“return” in other ways, such as training or 
a positive workplace culture 

Cost 



  
 

 
 

   

 
 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
  

  
 

  
 

Graduate programs
across the board 
should integrate

curricula highlighting 
the distinct value of

public service

Government should 
take more credit for 
the programs they

fund in the non-profit
and private sector 

PhD students are an 
untapped resource for 

future public sector 
employees

Universities and public
sector organizations should

continue to develop
resources to make public

sector employment
financially viable for
graduate-educated 

employees

Recommendations 

Public sector organizations 
should emphasize their 

organizational culture and 
growth opportunities 

when recruiting millennial 
workers. 
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