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Abstract

Using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) approach, we conducted a
systematic review of 58 public administration studies of organizational socialization. Organizational socialization is the process
of mutual adaptation between an organization and its new members. Our findings demonstrate a growing but geographically
disparate interest in this issue. Public administration studies contribute to this research area with novel insights into the
determinants of organizational socialization and its effects on employees’ public service motivation, Eurocrats’ support of
supranational institutions, person—organization fit, and differences in the socialization of male and female public employees.
The review also shows that the effects of organizational socialization on the homogenization of employees’ attitudes should
not be exaggerated, especially relative to other homogenizing factors such as attraction or selection effects. The reviewed
articles are methodologically eclectic, with a recent but growing interest in longitudinal designs. There are also weaknesses
in the operationalization of organizational socialization. We conclude with an agenda for future studies on organizational
socialization in public administration research.
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Introduction the public sector are often given frontline tasks in which inter-
actions with citizens play a key role (e.g., police officers, tax
officials, or social workers). Street-level bureaucrats are
required to enforce rule compliance while promoting trust
and cooperation in their relations with citizens (Organisation
for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2003).
Furthermore, street-level bureaucrats are expected not only to
be responsive to citizens’ specific situations but also to make
. Lo . B .S decisions that are consistent over time and in line with those
zations apd 3,?dlYlduals 'S referred to as organlzatlopal of their colleagues (Piore, 2011; Rutz, Mathew, Robben, & de
socialization.” It is essential to understand how such social- Bont, 2015). Contemporary work contexts in which public

ization works, n?t onlyfto l;ln(?\y Itl)ow p ubh(.: l(irgarllllzatll(:ns officials operate allow managerial control over decision mak-
prepare new em.p.o.yees ort e11.r_]0 s.—esp§c1a y when they ing, without necessarily limiting their discretionary powers
have the possibility to exercise discretion—but also to

explain why public employees may or may not support the
organizational goals. ;Université catholique de Louvain, Belgium
There are at least three challenges specific to public-sector ~,Erasmus University Rotterdam, The Netherlands
.. . . . Leiden University, The Netherlands
organizations that raise the question of how their newcomers 4 (/' von Belgium
are trained and socialized. First, as a result of budget cuts and
public administration (PA) reforms, there is increasing pres- ° ' ) . )
blic emplovees to respond to conflicting demands Stéphane Moyson, Institut de Sciences Politiques Louvain-Europe
sure on pu ploy P g (ISPOLE), Université catholique de Louvain (UCLouvain), Chaussée de
(Schott, van Kleef, & Noordegraaf, 2016). For example, pub-  Binche, 151 Box M1.01.01, 7000 Mons, Belgium.
lic managers are asked to do more with less. Newcomers in Email: stephane.moyson@uclouvain.be

Positions within organizations are frequently held by new-
comers. For example, new recruits may be hired, and people
may be promoted or transferred from one organization to
another. Newcomers adapt their identities, roles, and prefer-
ences to their position in the new organization. Organizations,
too, make efforts to integrate newcomers into organizational
roles and norms. This process of adjustment between organi-
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(Piore, 2011; Silbey, 2011). By reflective discussions with
colleagues, it is held (Piore, 2011), public officials could deal
with novel cases and adjust their decisions as to make them
consistent. Such discussions can be facilitated by the social-
ization tactics implemented in public organizations (e.g.,
through trainings or integration processes) or by newcomers’
behaviors in informal networks of colleagues.

Second, public agencies have less flexibility in using
investments and other monetary incentives to attract new
agents and foster their motivation. Hence, socialization pro-
grams become even more crucial because they allow trans-
mitting organizational values and culture among newcomers
and fostering their organizational commitment (Romzek,
1990).

Third, public-sector employees are attracted to public
organizations for specific motivations, such as their interest
in policy making, their compassion for others’ needs, or their
loyalty to serve the public interest. However, as public offi-
cials’ tenure increases, they may become less idealistic
(Kjeldsen, 2014). Blau (1960) suggests that they experience
a “reality shock” as they encounter citizens-clients who do
not appreciate their efforts, and even cheat and lie to them. In
his own study, Blau (1960) observed that “this disillusioning
experience might make a worker bitter and callous, or induce
him to leave the job, and even those who did not have either
of these extreme reactions tended to change their orientation
to clients” (p. 348). The study of organizational socialization
could give original insights in how public employees’ atti-
tudes and motivations evolve over time, focusing on differ-
ent socialization sites (e.g., not only the interactions with
colleagues but also with citizens) and different phases (e.g.,
not only at the start of the job but also as tenure increases).

The purpose of this article is to take stock of existing aca-
demic knowledge of organizational socialization in public
organizations by systematically reviewing PA research on
the topic. A first glance at studies on socialization within
public organizations gives the impression that they are scat-
tered through different contexts that do not necessarily
“speak” to each other. A systematic review on this topic
could offer a synthesis of these studies and assess their spe-
cific contributions to the topic of organizational socialization
in the public sector.

The article begins with a section on previous research on
organizational socialization, which concludes that PA studies
are nearly absent from existing reviews on organizational
socialization. We subsequently discuss the scope and meth-
ods of the review. Within the findings, we distinguish five
streams of research and present their main insights. In the
next section, we discuss the relations between the homoge-
nizing effect of organizational socialization on newcomers
and theories accounting for homogeneity or heterogeneity
among organizational members. We also look at the ways of
conceptualizing and operationalizing organizational social-
ization, as well as the methods of data collection and

analysis. The article ends with several recommendations for
future PA research on organizational socialization.

Existing Research on Organizational
Socialization

Previous research on organizational socialization has
shown that it is associated with a variety of key organiza-
tional outcomes, such as performance, survival, or work
disruption and productivity, and individual outcomes, such
as organizational commitment, job satisfaction, role inno-
vation, role clarity, stress, and so forth (e.g., Bauer,
Bodnerr, Erdogan, Truxillo, & Tucker, 2007). Like the out-
comes of organizational socialization, its determinants
(often called “antecedents”) can be identified at the organi-
zational or individual level too. At the organizational level,
socialization “tactics” can be “institutionalized” or “indi-
vidualized” (Jones, 1986; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979).
With institutionalized socialization, organizations invite
newcomers to think and behave according to preestab-
lished roles, thus encouraging them to follow very struc-
tured processes. In sharp contrast, organizations relying on
individualized socialization integrate newcomers more by
default than by design and invite them to be innovative and
to actively develop their role in the organization them-
selves. Some studies also specifically focus on the effects
of formal training, mentorship, or other network resources
that are intentionally provided by the organization to its
members with the hope of facilitating their socialization
(e.g., Antonacopoulou & Giittel, 2010; Cooper-Thomas &
Anderson, 2006).

On the individual level, research has documented a vari-
ety of characteristics related to identity, personality traits,
values, or beliefs that influence the socialization process and
its outcomes. Newcomers’ characteristics can influence their
motivation and ability to collect and internalize new infor-
mation about their work and the organization (see Ashforth,
Sluss, & Harrison, 2007). Newcomers can also adopt proac-
tive behaviors to integrate into an organization. Through
these behaviors, they identify both people and information
within the organization to help address uncertainties related
to their new responsibilities (Ashford & Black, 1996).
However, not all organizational members are equally proac-
tive: Proactivity depends on not only individual differences,
such as in self-efficacy or goal orientation, but also contex-
tual factors, such as the organizational culture or the manage-
rial support (Crant, 2000).

To connect antecedents to outcomes, socialization research
most often refers to theories of learning and uncertainty
reduction (Saks & Ashforth, 1997). Socialization anteced-
ents, including individual proactive behaviors or organiza-
tional socialization tactics, are viewed as factors that allow an
organization’s members to obtain or more easily manage new
information and social knowledge. This knowledge may



612

American Review of Public Administration 48(6)

include the content of their new job, strategies for interacting
with their new colleagues and supervisors, or their new orga-
nization’s culture, formal rules, informal norms, and routines.
Access to this knowledge as well as its acquisition and inter-
nalization by the newcomer influence the outcomes of organi-
zational socialization (Klein & Heuser, 2008).

In organization research, several literature reviews have
recently contributed to integrating existing studies on organi-
zational socialization (Antonacopoulou & Giittel, 2010,
Ashford & Nurmohamed, 2012; Ashforth et al., 2007; Bauer
etal., 2007; Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 2006; Fang, Duffy,
& Shaw, 2011; Griffin, Colella, & Goparaju, 2000; Klein &
Heuser, 2008; Klemme Larson & Bell, 2013; Moreland
& Levine, 2001; Saks & Gruman, 2011; Saks, Uggerslev, &
Fassina, 2007). One of the main challenges within existing
mainstream research on organizational socialization is that
of becoming more “localized” (Ashforth et al., 2007) or
contextualized.

Despite the specificity of public organizations, it is strik-
ing to observe that PA studies and PA books, in those
reviews, are rare or completely absent (e.g., Ashforth et al.,
2007; Klemme Larson & Bell, 2013).> There are good rea-
sons to think that general concepts designating socializa-
tion outcomes cannot be mechanically applied to public
organizations. For example, in private organizations, per-
formance can often be related to the profitability of new-
comers’ activities and integration, whereas, in public
organizations, objectives are more intangible, diverse, and
sometimes contradictory (e.g., implementing public poli-
cies and ensuring organizational efficiency). Similarly,
depending on the organization and its activities, the content
of general socialization antecedents such as training, men-
torship, or relations with colleagues may also be very dif-
ferent. For example, when training new recruits, private
and public organizations are probably not required to put
equal emphasis on accountability or the equitable treatment
of their clients.

This systematic review on organizational socialization in
PA research complements earlier reviews focused on private-
sector settings and highlights specific features of socializa-
tion in a public context.

Method and Scope of the Review

To conduct and report our review, we relied on the “Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses”
(PRISMA) approach (Liberati et al., 2009). This approach
provides the steps that should be followed to conduct a
review, as well as a checklist of 27 information items that
should be provided to readers for ensuring the transparency
of the review. Transparency allows readers to assess the
strengths and weaknesses of the reported research as well as
the quality of the review itself. Five items concern the admin-
istrative information that should be included in the title,

abstract, and introduction of the review (e.g., rationale,
objectives, and funding sources of the review). Twelve items
concern the reporting of the methods (e.g., eligibility criteria
of the reviewed studies, information sources, and search
strategy within the sources). Finally, 10 items are related to
the results of the review and their discussion (e.g., results of
individual studies, their synthesis, and potential limitations).

PRISMA was developed in the field of health care sci-
ences (Liberati et al., 2009) but has already been success-
fully applied in PA research (e.g., De Vries, Bekkers, &
Tummers, 2015; Voorberg, Bekkers, & Tummers, 2015).
The innovativeness and quality of PRISMA, as an
approach for conducting systematic literature reviews,
result from its elaboration process relying on repeated
enhancements based on deliberation among review
experts. They are also related to the transparency of this
approach, as well as its recognition by review authors and
journal editors. PRISMA and its extensions are detailed
on a dedicated website.’

We selected all articles from the “Public Administration”
subject area of the Web of Science’ published between
January 1970 and December 2015 in which the title, abstract,
or keywords contained at least one of the following key-
words/expressions: onboarding, newcomer, new employee,
new hire, new recruit, staff induction, socialization, sociali-
sation, socialized, and socialised.’ To build this list of key-
words, we used and extended the lists of keywords identified
in existing reviews of mainstream research on organizational
socialization. Those reviews were identified through a two-
step process. First, different combinations of the following
keywords were searched for in the title or abstract of journal
articles indexed in the Web of Science: organization(al),
socialization, socialisation, socialized, literature, review,
and meta-analysis. Second, a snowballing search was con-
ducted on Google Scholar among the literature reviews cit-
ing or cited by the reviews found during the first step. We
considered the period of 2000-2014. This process allowed us
to identify 12 literature reviews on the topic of organiza-
tional socialization, marked with a “+” in the reference list.
These reviews had been published in the fields of manage-
ment, psychology, and human resources.

The search resulted in an initial list containing 130 PA
articles on organizational socialization. Then, two of the
authors independently excluded all articles that lacked any
insight into the process of adjustment between an organi-
zation and its members. The two lists were compared to
build a consensual, final list of 58 PA articles on organiza-
tional socialization. They are marked with an “*” in the
reference list. Fourteen are literature reviews or conceptual
articles.

In this review, we focus on published journal articles. This
can potentially lead to a publication bias if there is an indica-
tion that books reveal findings that differ from findings pub-
lished in journals. However, our knowledge of the field
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indicates that only a small number of PA books on organiza-
tional socialization has been published (e.g., Oberfield,
2014a). In addition, most of these books have been condensed
or excerpted into articles published in the PA journals
covered by our review (e.g., Oberfield, 2010, 2012, 2014b).
This suggests that this review has not been affected by publi-
cation bias.

We analyzed the 58 PA studies on organizational social-
ization using a common grid addressing the following ques-
tions: What is the focus of the article? Which socialization
antecedents, processes, and outcomes have been scrutinized?
Finally, how has organizational socialization been operation-
alized and what have been the methods of data collection and
analysis? With these questions, we aimed at identifying the
main lines of PA research on organizational socialization to
summarize their substantive findings as well as to pinpoint
potential innovations. For example, some socialization tac-
tics used by public organizations have been examined,
whereas knowledge is lacking on the effects of some other
tactics. Similarly, some research methods allow to look at
socialization processes in a way that other methods do not. If
those methods are not represented in existing studies, their
use in future research could bring new findings to light. Two
of the authors coded the articles, each focusing on a part of
the coding grid. For the first 10 articles, they filled and com-
pared the entire grid to ensure the reliability of the data. The
results of the analysis are summarized in Table Al in the
appendix. The online version of Table A1 can be used to sort
the articles (e.g., by publication year).

Organizational socialization is a recent topic in PA research
(see Figure 1). Prior to 1996, the number of articles related to
organizational socialization was marginal (seven articles).
Between 1995 and 2010, an average of 10 articles was pub-
lished every 5 years. Interest in the topic of organizational
socialization has grown exponentially in recent years, with 22
articles published between 2011 and 2015. That said, with a
total of only 58 articles, organizational socialization remains a
niche topic in PA research.

A large group of 26 articles (45%) on organizational
socialization focuses on U.S. or Canadian public organiza-
tions (see Figure 2). There is, also, a fast-growing body of
research about socialization to supranational institutions rep-
resenting 17 (29%) of the articles. Seven (12%) studies con-
cern (national-level) organizations within European countries.
Other areas such as Asia, Oceania, or South America are not
well represented, while Africa is not represented at all. Only
one international article compares organizations among dif-
ferent countries.

Finally, existing studies on organizational socialization
concern a diverse set of governmental levels and sectors. In
our sample, there are articles looking at newcomers in local,
regional, national, supranational, and international organiza-
tions, including central ministries or more independent regu-
latory institutions. Data are collected in various organizations

Figure 1. Number of articles over time (n = 58).

30

Figure 2. Number of articles per geographical area (n = 58).
Note. We used the institutional affiliation of the first author for six
articles: Those articles are purely conceptual or they are empirical but the
country of the examined organization(s) has been anonymized.

such as police departments, welfare organizations, European
institutions, embassies, regulators, municipalities, universi-
ties, and so forth.

Five Streams of Research on
Organizational Socialization

The PA studies on organizational socialization may be
sorted in five research streams according to their main
focus. A first category of 16 PA articles shares with main-
stream research on organizational socialization an interest
in its effect on the degree of “fit” between newcomers and
organizations; however, the PA articles focus on public-
sector organizations. A second category of 18 articles
examines “supranational socialization” within institutions
such as the European Commission, Council, Parliament,
and various surrounding agencies. A third, smaller set of six
studies focuses on the effect of organizational socialization
on public service motivation. A fourth category of four
studies looks at differences in the socialization of male and
female public employees. The last group of 14 studies is
more heterogeneous.
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Person—Organization Fit in Public-Sector
Organizations

Fit studies examine whether selection, onboarding, training,
mentoring, or promotion practices, as well as job and organi-
zational characteristics, allow newcomers to become effective
members of organizations. In other words, person—organiza-
tion fit is a possible outcome of the organizational socializa-
tion process. Many of the 16 studies in this category rely on
Van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) rather restrictive definition
of organizational socialization as “the process by which an
individual acquires the social knowledge and skills necessary
to assume an organizational role” (p. 211). However, in this
section, we use the concept of “fit” as an umbrella term for
referring to all studies that look at the congruence between
newcomers’ expectations, values, or behaviors and those of
their organization, team, or network.

Fit studies typically look at employees’ levels of loyalty
and commitment (Bhambhri, 1972; Gossett, 2003; Gould-
Williams et al., 2014; Jaskyte & Lee, 2009), their intentions
to quit (Baker & Jennings, 2000; Gould-Williams et al.,
2014; Selden & Sowa, 2015), their job satisfaction
(Bhambhri, 1972; Gould-Williams et al., 2014), their compe-
tence (Bhambhri, 1972; Hsiung & Hsieh, 2003), and their
social integration (Hsiung & Hsieh, 2003), as well as the per-
ceived ambiguity, clarity, or meaningfulness of their roles
and goals within the organization (Bright, 2010; Hsiung &
Hsieh, 2003; Jaskyte, 2005; Peng, Pandey, & Pandey, 2015).
Other fit studies assess the “benefits” of newcomers as per-
ceived by their supervisors (Dougherty & Van Gelder, 2015)
or the congruence between the values of an organization and
its members (Peng et al., 2015). Finally, Hatmaker and Park
(2014) look at newcomers’ networks with their colleagues.
Those networks are not only an instrument to acquire rele-
vant information, but they also provide newcomers with
friendship and social support. In this respect, Hatmaker and
Park view newcomers’ networks as a fundamental, interme-
diary output of organizational socialization, that is, influenc-
ing newcomers’ fit with the organization.

Fit studies also include conceptual articles on the role of
mentoring practices (Bozeman & Feeney, 2007) and social net-
works (Hatmaker, 2015) in organizational socialization, on the
transition of practitioners toward managerial positions (Patti &
Austin, 1978), and on the socialization in volunteer groups
(Haski-Leventhal & Cnaan, 2009). Finally, Yankey and Coulton
(1979) compared a conceptual model of public professionals’
contribution to the achievement of organizational goals stress-
ing the role of selection and socialization processes with a
model emphasizing organizational processes, structures, and
evaluations of performance.

Organizational participation does not automatically elicit
a better fit between newcomers and their organization. In
fact, there are qualitative drivers and impediments to this
process. In the field of social welfare administration, for

example, Patti and Austin (1978) suggest that direct service
practitioners lack anticipatory role information when they
are asked to socialize to a new role of supervisor. They must
also have, before assuming their new position, role-taking
and role-making abilities to recognize and combine the vari-
ous new tasks involved in their supervisory roles, such as
setting objectives, leading a team, preventing and solving
conflicts, controlling processes, and so forth. Similarly,
Peng et al. (2015) show that the centralization of decision-
making authority hampers the socialization process in pub-
lic organizations. In contrast, work autonomy, such as in
nonprofit organizations, facilitates this process. This gives
them an advantage, compared with public organizations, in
achieving individual-organizational value congruence.

Furthermore, organizational socialization is not always
crucial to ensure person—organization fit. For example, provi-
sional task groups of volunteers often work very efficiently in
fulfilling a given objective (Haski-Leventhal & Cnaan, 2009)
despite a shorter organizational participation. In fact, organi-
zational socialization of newcomers may even be a cause of
divergence in work preferences, for example, between older
and younger employees (Bright, 2010). Finally, Hsiung and
Hsieh (2003) demonstrate that, among newly hired nurses, job
standardization decreases the need for specific socialization
tactics as standardization is positively correlated with task
mastery, role clarity, acculturation, and social integration.

Hence, organizational socialization is neither a necessary
factor nor a sufficient factor of person—organization fit: In fact,
the effect of the organizational socialization process on person—
organization fit is highly dependent on a variety of antecedents.
For example, Hatmaker and colleagues (Hatmaker, 2015;
Hatmaker & Park, 2014; Hatmaker, Park, & Rethemeyer, 2011)
show that new organizational members are not only socialized
thanks to classical organizational tactics such as classroom
training, mentoring, orientation sessions, and so forth. In addi-
tion to these formal activities, proactive behaviors and network
resources that are made available by interacting with new col-
leagues serve to inform newcomers about how to become full
members of the organization.

To sum up, organizational socialization does not mechani-
cally lead to higher homogeneity among employees or to a
stronger fit with their organization. PA research on organiza-
tional socialization shows a variety of antecedents that influence
public-sector workers’ socialization in terms of motivations,
attitudes, and practices.

Supranational socialization

Eighteen articles concern supranational socialization. While
studies of person—organization fit examine whether newcom-
ers become “good” organizational members through organi-
zational socialization processes, supranational socialization
studies do not have this normative perspective. Rather, they
look at the effect of participating in supranational institutions
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on the roles, identities, and beliefs of new “Eurocrats,” includ-
ing European officials and State representatives. Eurocrats,
this literature notices, learn about each other’s beliefs and
interests through their interactions. In addition, supranational
socialization of Eurocrats influences their policy and political
preferences. One key concern of this literature is to under-
stand whether and why new Eurocrats serve European inter-
ests and values or continue to privilege interests and values of
their country of origin.

Many supranational socialization studies rely on Checkel’s
(2005) definition of socialization as a process of “inducting
actors into the norms and rules of a given community”
(p. 804). Saurugger (2013) asserts that socialization occurs
“when norms, worldviews, collective understandings are
internalized, and subsequently are codified by a group of
actors” (p. 894). Similarly, Kerremans (1996) views socializa-
tion as the process whereby “the immediate participants in the
policy-making process, from interest groups to bureaucrats
and statesmen, begin to develop new perspectives, loyalties,
and identifications as a result of their mutual interactions” (p.
232). The approach of these studies is constructivist and neo-
institutionalist: Their focus is on the effects of interactions
among organizational members, combined with the effects of
the formal and informal norms of organizations.

In addition to conceptual articles about European social-
ization (Beyers, 2010; Eberlein & Radaelli, 2010; Kerremans,
1996; Niemann, 2004; Quaglia, De Francesco, & Radaelli,
2008; Saurugger, 2013), empirical articles examine the
socializing effects of European institutions on Eurocrats’
interests and values, as well as the impacts of those effects on
supranational decisions and integration (Benson-Rea &
Shore, 2012; Eberlein & Radaelli, 2010; Hooghe, 1999;
Irondelle, 2003; Juncos & Pomorska, 2011; McCarthy, 1997,
M. E. Smith, 2000; Suvarierol, 2011; Suvarierol, Bsuioc, &
Groenleer, 2013). A set of articles has a focus on seconded
national officials (Murdoch & Geys, 2012; Trondal, Van Den
Berg, & Suvarierol, 2008).

Despite the importance of supranational socialization, the
literature suggests that this constructivist process should not
be exaggerated, especially when compared with more struc-
tural factors such as the Eurocrats’ national affiliation of ori-
gin (Hooghe, 1999; Trondal et al., 2008). Quaglia et al. (2008)
suggest that Eurocrats are multifaceted. Often, they become
European in values as a result of supranational socialization.
At the same time, they remain attached to their national inter-
ests of origin and deal with this blend of values and interests
in their daily life (see also Eberlein & Radaelli, 2010;
Murdoch & Geys, 2012).

Public Service Motivation

Six studies look at the effect of organizational socialization
on public service motivation (Kim et al., 2013; Perry, 1996)
of public-sector employees (Davis, 2011; Kjeldsen, 2014;

Kjeldsen & Jacobsen, 2013; Perry, 1997; Vandenabeele,
2011; Waterhouse, French, & Puchala, 2014). While those
studies do not especially use the concept of “organizational
socialization,” they assume that newcomers’ public service
motivation is influenced by their interactions with their
supervisor, coworkers, and citizens-clients over time.

The main message that emerges from this research is that
preentry levels of public service motivation tend to decrease
after organizational entry (e.g., Kjeldsen & Jacobsen, 2013).
However, the results are often mixed. For example, Davis
(2011) shows that union membership increased commitment
to public interest and self-sacrifice over time, but it did not
influence attraction to the policy-making process among
blue-collar workers in the fire and police departments of two
large cities in the U.S. Midwest. According to Perry (1997),
“professional socialization” of public servants is negatively
related to their attraction to policy making and positively
associated with civic duty and self-sacrifice.

Decreases in public service motivation are theoretically
attributed to postentry discrepancies (or “reality shocks”;
Kjeldsen, 2014) between reality and newcomers’ preentry
expectations toward their supervisor, coworkers, and clients.
However, those decreases are weaker among newcomers
entering the public sector than among newcomers entering
the private sector. In addition, the type of public service new-
comers must deliver (in particular, service regulation vs. pro-
duction) acts as moderators on the negative effect of
organizational entry (Kjeldsen & Jacobsen, 2013).

Finally, several scholars have substantiated the effect of spe-
cific socialization antecedents on public service motivation. In
the Flemish administration, Vandenabeele (2011) finds that orga-
nizational members develop higher levels of public service moti-
vation when the organization promotes public values through its
(other) employees. In Welsh local authorities, Gould-Williams
et al. (2014) find a positive effect of “high commitment human
resources practices” and a negative effect of work overload on
the development of employees’ commitment to civic duty—a
dimension of public service motivation. Hence, organizations
making special efforts to foster levels of public service motiva-
tion among their employees are able to temper the effects of dis-
crepancies between newcomers’ expectations and reality.

To sum up, public service motivation tends to decrease
among newcomers in public organizations, as a result of
discrepancies between their expectations and the charac-
teristics of their new organization/job. However, this
decrease depends on the type of sector, the type of service,
and—interestingly—the initiatives made by organizations
to temper it.

Socialization of Male Versus Female Public
Employees

Four studies look at the effect of divergences in the socializa-
tion process of male and female employees on their integration
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and promotion in public organizations but do not find any evi-
dence of such effect. For example, Gidengil and Vengroff
(2008) suggest that organizational socialization may be respon-
sible for differences in women’s access to managerial positions
because their organizational participation convinces them, over
time, that those positions are not desirable. However, they do
not find any support for this hypothesis. York (1988) does not
find any difference in the managerial styles of men and women
among 39 direct service practitioners who became managers in
six clinical agencies in North Carolina. To explain this result,
however, he fails to demonstrate empirically that a minority of
women who best meet the male requirements of managerial
positions could have better access to administrative promotions
as a result of their organizational socialization. In other words,
the existing research does not validate the alternative hypothe-
sis that socialization antecedents, processes, and outcomes are
different for male and female newcomers. This does not mean,
however, that the null hypothesis—that they are similar—is
definitively correct.

Other Studies

The last set of 14 studies is more heterogeneous. For example,
Oberfield examines the effect of organizational socialization
on police officers’ rule-following attitudes (Oberfield, 2010),
use of force (Oberfield, 2012), as well as “service-oriented
motivations” (e.g., “keeping order in the streets”) and “self-
interested motivations” (e.g., “getting a respected job”;
Oberfield, 2014b). He finds that, despite organizational
socialization processes, preentry attitudes are likely to remain
key factors of postentry attitudes. For example, Oberfield
(2014b) observes that officers’ service-oriented and self-
interested motivations change over time as a result of “infor-
mal organizational influences” (e.g., interactions with other
newcomers and with veterans), as well as “formal organiza-
tional influences” (e.g., training) in the police department of a
large U.S. city. Most importantly, he notes that training is
associated with an increase in service-oriented motivations.
Similarly, Oberfield (2010) finds that organizational influ-
ences can affect new welfare caseworkers’ and police offi-
cers’ propensity to make rule-oriented or individual
user-oriented decisions. However, Oberfield (2010, 2014b)
also shows that preentry motivations remain the strongest
predictors of those motivations after 2 years of employment.
Oberfield (2012) finds similar results regarding new officers’
propensity to use force.®

Several studies focus on various political outcomes of
organizational socialization. For example, differences in the
public spending preferences of male and female public
employees are attributed to divergences in their respective
organizational socialization processes, according to Dolan
(2002) as well as Garand, Parkhurst, and Seoud (1991). The
latter also examine differences in voter turnout and political
preferences among male and female employees. Collins

(1985) observes that, in Irish local governments, public offi-
cials and political councilors follow different organizational
socialization paths, which results in a mismatch between
their respective interests. Jackson and Smith (1996) look at
the effects of socialization on perceptions of corruption.
While Australian citizens have “black or white” perceptions
of corruption, Jackson and Smith argue, politicians develop
“grey” perceptions because they are socialized over time to
the “functionalities” of corruption.

In Bianculli’s (2013) study, socialization contributed to
the institutionalization of Brazilian regulators and shaped the
professional identity of their members through the creation
and integration of the Brazilian Association of Regulatory
Agencies. Kim (2005) shows that locally employed staff
members at the American Embassy in Seoul must cope with
domestic anti-American sentiments. Nevertheless, he sug-
gests, the staff internalizes its “pride to work for a super-
power government” as a result of a socialization process
within the embassy.

Socialization and Homogeneity Among
Employees

Organizational socialization is most often considered to be a
process that induces homogeneity among employees of the
same organization. In this respect, there are two categories
of studies using socialization theories to understand employ-
ees’ perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors. A first category of
studies compares organizational socialization with other
theories explaining homogeneity. For example, Kjeldsen
and Jacobsen (Kjeldsen, 2014; Kjeldsen & Jacobsen, 2013)
disentangle socialization and attraction/selection effects on
levels of public service motivation. Similarly, Suvarierol
(2011) notices a double homogenizing effect on EU
Commission officials’ identities and preferences, “both
before their time in the Commission in terms of self-selec-
tion and selection through international experience and dur-
ing their time in the Commission in terms of organizational
socialization through continuous daily exposure to the mul-
tinational environment of the Commission” (p. 24). Finally,
Garand et al. (1991) observe that homogeneity among U.S.
public officials in terms of political attitudes and policy
preferences is due less to organizational socialization than
to the selection criteria of the government, which lead to
hiring a homogeneous staff. Overall, the impact of socializa-
tion, when compared with selection effects, should not be
exaggerated.

A second category of studies compares socialization effects
with theories accounting for heterogeneity in organizational
members’ attitudes and behaviors. Typical of this category are
European socialization scholars, who examine cases in which
organizational socialization overcomes differences among
Eurocrats resulting from diverging national interests. This is
also typical of scholars comparing the effects of organizational
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socialization and representative bureaucracy. In representative
bureaucracy theory (Bradbury & Kellough, 2011; Meier,
1993), “passive representation” means that “an organization
includes individuals from specified groups, such as racial or
ethnic minorities and women, within its ranks” (Bradbury &
Kellough, 2011, p. 158) while “active representation” occurs
when a bureaucrat “presses for the interests and desires of
those whom he is presumed to represent” (Mosher, p. 11; cited
by Bradbury & Kellough, 2011, p. 158). According to Wilkins
and Williams (2008, 2009), new U.S. policemen from racial
minorities adhere to the values of the police department and
practice racial profiling of citizens at least as much as their
new colleagues (they “become blue”). Similarly, Dolan (2002)
shows that male and female public officials in the U.S. Federal
administration, much like members of the general public, dif-
fer in their spending priorities for various policy programs.
However, “women and men within each department are closer
to one another in terms of their spending preferences than they
are with colleagues of their own gender from other depart-
ments” (p. 371). Overall, organizational socialization effects
seem to be stronger than representation effects.

Research Methods in the Study of
Organizational Socialization

Operationalization of Organizational Socialization

Organizational socialization may be considered a central
concept in 47 of the 58 studies reviewed in this article.” In
a first category of 14 articles, the process of socialization
is scrutinized through the operationalization of one or
more socialization antecedents (e.g., number or types of
trainings) and one or more socialization outcomes (e.g.,
public service motivation or person—organization fit).
Then, the relations between antecedents and outcomes are
assessed.

In a second category of 33 articles, socialization is
viewed as a factor explaining some outcomes (e.g., higher
similarity among newcomers) or resulting from other inde-
pendent variables (e.g., individual characteristics facilitat-
ing socialization). In 18 of those articles, we did not find any
clear statement on the qualitative or quantitative operation-
alization of organizational socialization. Most of the other
articles use organizational affiliation as an indirect measure
of organizational socialization on the basis of the following
assumption: If individuals think and behave more similarly
when they belong to the same organization, this means that
some organizational socialization has occurred within this
organization (e.g., Dolan, 2002; Kjeldsen & Jacobsen,
2013). Some researchers weigh this operationalization of
socialization according to the number of years of organiza-
tional affiliation, organizational socialization being higher
when the individuals have had a longer tenure (e.g., Bright,
2010; Hooghe, 1999; Kjeldsen, 2014; Kjeldsen & Jacobsen,

2013). Qualitative researchers such as McCarthy (1997), M.
E. Smith (2000), Juncos and Pomorska (2011), McCarthy
(1997), M. E. Smith (2000), or Suvarierol (2011) look at the
socialization of newcomers through the existence, fre-
quency, and content of their meetings within formal or
informal groups.

Data Collection and Analysis

Among the 58 studies reviewed in this article, 44 studies are
empirical. Among those 44 empirical studies, 16 studies rely
on quantitative data; 12 studies use qualitative data; and 16
studies are based on both types of data. We only looked at
data that were explicitly used in the analyses. For example,
preliminary interviews used in preparing a survey were not
considered.

Among the articles using quantitative data (with or with-
out qualitative data), 25 studies are based on cross-sectional
surveys conducted in one or more organizations. The surveys
are mostly self-designed and adapted to specific research
contexts. Dolan’s (2002) study is an isolated case relying on
existing U.S. election surveys. One study draws on “natu-
rally occurring” data, relying on a large sample of “police
stop forms” used by police officers (Wilkins & Williams,
2009). Only two of the qualitative articles did not explicitly
report interview data: Baker and Jennings (2000) mainly
used documents to report on the organizational socialization
of one individual while Gidengil and Vengroff (2008) use
documents and several descriptive statistics to make their
arguments.

There has been a recent but growing interest in longitudi-
nal designs of data collection and analysis. Indeed, the effect
of organizational socialization on organizations and new-
comers unfolds over time and depends on organizations’ ini-
tial characteristics and newcomers’ initial attitudes, which
longitudinal designs allow to capture. Eight recent articles
are based on quantitative longitudinal data (Hatmaker &
Park, 2014; Hatmaker, Park, & Rethemeyer, 2011; Kjeldsen,
2014; Kjeldsen & Jacobsen, 2013; Oberfield, 2010, 2012,
2014b; Waterhouse et al., 2014). The number of waves and
the time span differ across studies. For example, Hatmaker
and Park (2014) conducted six waves over 4 years, whereas
Oberfield (2010, 2012, 2014b) conducted five waves over
24 months. Hatmaker and colleagues (Hatmaker & Park,
2014; Hatmaker, Park & Rethemeyer, 2011) use a longitudi-
nal design involving several waves of interviews with the
same interviewees. Finally, Suvarierol (2011) uses partici-
pant observations of “cosmopolitanism practices” at the EU
Commission.

Conclusion and Research Agenda

Organizational socialization studies examine the process of
adjustment between new recruits and their organization.
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The objective of the present article was to review PA
research about organizational socialization. In the existing
reviews that have been conducted in organizational, psy-
chological, and human resources research on this topic, we
observed that PA studies are nearly absent, whereas specific
expectations weigh on public-sector organizations’ and
employees’ shoulders. We collected and analyzed 58
research articles following the PRISMA approach to sys-
tematic literature reviews (Liberati et al., 2009). We
observed a growing interest in organizational socialization
in PA research with, however, much geographical disparity.
The PA scholars who looked at organizational socialization
processes in public-sector organizations have contributed
to the challenge of contextualization in organizational
socialization research. Still, there are several avenues for
future PA studies on organizational socialization. In the
remainder of this conclusion, we look at several of those
avenues with reference to the questions that guided our
coding of the reviewed articles: What is the focus of the
article? Which socialization antecedents have been scruti-
nized? Finally, how has organizational socialization been
operationalized and what have been the methods of data
collection and analysis?

First, we call for more research on socialization pro-
cesses. Indeed, most of the scrutinized studies do not
study socialization processes as such: They use them as a
possible explanation for outcomes such as Eurocrats’
political preferences or officials’ public service motiva-
tion. Only 14 of the reviewed studies look at the effect of
specific antecedents on specific outcomes of organiza-
tional socialization. However, we learned that organiza-
tional socialization does not mechanically lead to higher
homogeneity among newcomers and existing organiza-
tional members, which raises several questions. For
example, are there some trainings that foster newcomers’
attraction to public services (one dimension of public ser-
vice motivation: Kim et al., 2013) but diminish their com-
passion toward their citizens-clients (another dimension
of public service motivation)? Are there specific organiza-
tional experiences of new Eurocrats that increase their
commitment to European interests and/or diminish their
sense of belonging to their home country? Answers to
those questions are crucial to understanding and influenc-
ing socialization processes.

In a similar vein, PA research could expand its focus on
socialization antecedents that are specific to the public sec-
tor. As said, the reviewed PA studies have contributed to the
contextualization of organizational socialization research
with their focus on socialization outcomes that are specific
to the public sector (e.g., public service motivation of pub-
lic officials or racial profiling by police officers). In con-
trast, the antecedents examined by those studies are rarely
specific to public organizations even though these organi-
zations have, we suspect, typical characteristics that are

likely to influence the socialization of their newcomers. For
example, does the specificity of hierarchical relationships
between supervisors and public employees (Rainey, 2009)
influence newcomers’ socialization? How do new public
professionals interacting with citizens learn to deal with the
conflicting demands that weigh on them (Hupe & Hill,
2007), such as satisfying individual demands, reducing
costs, or handling with political constraints? Finally, new-
comers in the public sector are often given frontline tasks in
which they hold a discretionary power toward citizens
(Lipsky, 2010). How do newcomers learn to exercise this
power? Do citizens behave differently with public-sector
employees than with private-sector employees and, if so,
how socialization processes can provide newcomers with
the required information to deal with citizens’ behaviors?
These kinds of research questions could be addressed to
understand the specificity of public-sector socialization
even more in the future.

Second, we need studies that do not only look at the pro-
cesses allowing newcomers to become similar to existing
organizational members, but also at those fostering their
creativity and thus divergence. As noticed by Beyers
(2010), many of the reviewed studies do not acknowledge
that new public employees are not only role-takers but also
role-makers. Consistent with this conceptualization, much
empirical research focuses on the influence that organiza-
tions exert on newcomers’ attitudes and behaviors. This
perspective is functional—it assesses whether and how
newcomers adapt their attitudes and behaviors to organiza-
tions’ values and goals—and conservative—the hypothesis
that newcomers are not only influenced by organizations
but that they can also influence the latter receives, usually,
less consideration.

However, in a context demanding more and more inno-
vative public services (Osborne & Brown, 2011), it would
also be a fruitful endeavor to study how newcomers not
only adopt organizational ways of thinking and acting, but
also how they change the latter. How do such newcomers,
who probably have different backgrounds than the more
seasoned officials, work together with the latter and adjust
to existing ways of working, while at the same time chang-
ing it? The study of organizational socialization within
public-sector contexts could offer valuable insights in how
public officials “learn the ropes” in uncertain and ambigu-
ous work environments and how they do not only repro-
duce existing values and practices, but also change it (e.g.,
Afsar, 2016). In other words, we argue that organizational
socialization should be empirically explored as a process
of mutual adaptation between public organizations and
newcomers in which socialization outcomes can result
from organizational influences as well as individual atti-
tudes and behaviors.

Third, seven of the 14 conceptual studies contained
in our sample of articles are devoted to supranational
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socialization processes. This also means that nearly a half
of the reviewed studies on supranational socialization are
conceptual rather than empirical. Strong concepts and theo-
ries are crucial in the development of research. However,
those statistics suggest a call for more empirical studies on
supranational socialization processes.

Fourth, PA research could give more attention to infor-
mal socialization processes. Most studies look at formal
practices or patterns of organizational socialization, such as
organizational tactics, trainings, mentoring, and so forth.
With the exception of a few recent articles (e.g., Hatmaker,
2015; Hatmaker & Park, 2014; Oberfield, 2014b; Suvarierol,
2011), most existing studies do not look at informal social-
ization practices. How do teams integrate newcomers?
How do senior members influence newcomers’ perception
of their mission and citizens-clients through meetings and
discussions in front of the coffee machine? Do local man-
agers take ad hoc initiatives to integrate newcomers? What
is the influence of those informal socialization practices on
newcomers’ attitudes and behaviors? If organizations have
the ambition to facilitate the integration of newcomers, a
better understanding of those informal socialization prac-
tices is crucial.

Fifth, there is a need for more knowledge on the differ-
ent types of socialization processes taking place in the
different areas of the public sector. What are the system-
atic differences in socialization processes between police
departments, social organizations, or universities? In
terms of levels, there can also be specificities in the
socialization process of street-level bureaucrats, com-
pared with middle- or top-level managers. Frontline pub-
lic officials, for example, are confronted with dilemmas
such as being consistent and treating everyone equally
and, at the same time, being responsive to the specific
cases (Rutz et al., 2015). Within the street-level bureau-
cracy literature, it is argued that to deal with work pres-
sures and dilemmas, and to preserve the quality of
professional judgment, officials involve colleagues or
other peers in decision making (Piore, 2011; Rutz et al.,
2015). To what extent these considerations do or do not
apply to public managers? Finally, organizational struc-
tures influence socialization processes (Saks & Ashforth,
1997). For example, it could be hypothesized that social-
ization practices of central ministries and independent
agencies are (or should be) different. All in all, socializa-
tion is still a niche topic, in PA research. For this reason,
only a few studies have looked at diverse types of new-
comers working at diverse levels in diverse types of pub-
lic organizations. Future studies should reinforce our
knowledge on the effects of variations in areas, levels, or
structures on organizational socialization processes.

Sixth, we call for methodological improvements.
In particular, the conceptualization of organizational

socialization is, too often, relatively weak in existing
studies. As noted by Quaglia et al. (2008), a lack of clarity
on the content of socialization prevents testing of the null
hypothesis that socialization outcomes do not occur when
socialization is absent. Furthermore, weaknesses in the
operationalization of organizational socialization have
also been observed. Often, organizational affiliation is
assumed to be a fair indicator of socialization. In this case,
similarities among employees of the same organization
(relative to differences between employees of different
organizations) are attributed to socialization processes.
Admittedly, some researchers weigh this indicator of
socialization with employees’ length of service. However,
without sufficient attention to employees’ proactivity or
their perceptions of socialization activities such as train-
ings, meetings, or interactions, socialization effects can-
not be disentangled from the effects of other homogenizing
factors on employees’ attitudes and behaviors such as
selection or attraction effects. Finally, there is little
explicit awareness that organizational socialization could
be conceptualized and operationalized in different ways
according to the theories used and the empirical contexts
within which the research is done. This calls for more dis-
cussions among scholars within and between research
streams on organizational socialization.

Furthermore, most of the PA studies on organizational
socialization take the individual employee as their main unit
of analysis: organizations, departments, and teams are rarely
compared with each other. This limitation makes it difficult
to analyze the effects of socialization processes on organiza-
tional-level outcomes. Furthermore, considering that orga-
nizational socialization can be influenced by various
collective-level factors such as socialization tactics or cul-
ture, we suspect that studies comparing multiple organiza-
tions in different geographical areas could provide surprising
results, relative to existing research dominated by case stud-
ies conducted in North America and Europe. Finally, the
growing number of studies based on longitudinal designs is
promising because those designs allow to disentangle the
influence of preentry factors and postentry factors (such as
organizational socialization) on employees’ attitudes and
behaviors.

Changes taking place within public-sector organiza-
tions make organizational socialization research more rel-
evant than ever. In the context of budget cuts and PA
reforms, there is increasing pressure on public employees
to respond to conflicting demands (Schott et al., 2016).
Hence, improving our understanding of the attitudes,
skills, and organizational levers that allow newcomers to
become not only effective, but also innovative and moti-
vated, organizational members, could bring relevant
insights to the practitioners who have to deal with that
pressure and those demands.
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Notes

1. Socialization is also an uninterrupted process of adjustment.
For example, organizational members are continuously influ-
enced by their training, their coworkers, their understanding of
the job, as well as the prospects of their organization (Taormina,
1997). However, in this article, we focus on the socialization
of newcomers to a position and/or to an organization.

2. As suggested by the results of the present review, there is
another reason that can explain the quasiabsence of public
administration (PA) research in existing reviews on organiza-
tional socialization: most PA research on organizational social-
ization is relatively recent.

3. http://www.prisma-statement.org.

4. The “Public Administration” subject area of the Web of Science
contained the 47 following journals in 2015: Administration &
Society, American Review of Public Administration, Amme
Idaresi Dergisi, Australian Journal of Public Administration,
Canadian Public Administration, Canadian Public Policy,
Civil Szemle, Climate Policy, Contemporary Economic Policy,
Environment and Planning C—Government and Policy,
Gestion Y Politica Publica, Governance—An International
Journal of Policy Administration and Institutions, Human
Service Organizations Management Leadership & Governance,
International Public Management Journal, International
Review of Administrative Sciences, Journal of Accounting
and Public Policy, Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis,
Journal of European Public Policy, Journal of European
Social Policy, Journal of Homeland Security and Emergency
Management, Journal of Policy Analysis and Management,
Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, Journal
of Public Policy, Journal of Social Policy, Lex Localis—
Journal of Local Self-Government, Local Government Studies,
Nonprofit Management & Leadership, Policy and Politics,
Policy and Society, Policy Sciences, Policy Studies, Policy
Studies Journal, Public Administration, Public Administration
and Development, Public Administration Review, Public
Management Review, Public Money & Management, Public
Performance & Management Review, Public Personnel

Management, Public Policy and Administration, Regulation
& Governance, Review of Policy Research, Review of Public
Personnel Administration, Revista Del Clad Reforma Y
democracia, Science and Public Policy, Social Policy &
Administration, and Transylvanian Review of Administration
Sciences.

5. There is a multitude of PA articles documenting the adjust-
ment between individuals and their public organization. For
example, there are streams of research focused on the train-
ing of public officials or on the way street-level bureaucrats
deal with their discretion power (e.g., Kaufman’s study on
forest rangers: Tipple & Wellman, 1991). Our list of key-
words does not cover all those articles on “socialization” in
general. However, in the literature, the use and definition of
“organizational socialization” as a process of mutual adjust-
ment between an organization and its new members are well
established. Based on this observation, we designed a list of
keywords and cleaned our sample of articles to focus on those
that use the concept of organizational socialization and refer to
it in this way.

6.  Wilkins and Williams (2008, 2009) look at the effect of organi-
zational socialization on police officers’ racial profiling. Their
results are discussed in the next section.

7. The last 10 articles of our sample fitted with our selection
criteria and provided insights into the process of adjustment
between an organization and its members. However, they did
not use the word “socialization” or too occasionally (e.g., 1 or
2 times) to consider that it is a “central” concept. We distin-
guish those 10 articles from the others because it should not be
surprising if they do not introduce an elaborated operational-

ization of the “socialization” concept.
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