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Abstract

Since the 1990s, and in line with most Western public administrations, the French civil service has
experienced the gradual introduction of New Public Management (NPM) (Bezes, 2012). This reform
agenda aimed to promote the adoption of private-sector management practices within public organizations.
By the early 2000s, a variety of counter-models emerged, seeking to address the shortcomings of NPM
(Klenk & Reiter, 2019), but they generally represent a continuity rather than a clear distinction from it
(Christensen & Fan, 2018; Reiter & Klenk, 2019). Accordingly, reforms stemming from these paradigms
have been associated with a continuous and accelerated transformation process, sometimes described as a
structural crisis, profoundly affecting both public organizations and their civil servants (Guenoun
& Matyjasik, 2019; Mouele, 2023; Rossano, 2018). Indeed, reforms inspired by NPM have fostered the
development of new professional demands, notably an increased workload, and have contribute to the
emergence of a climate of psychological strain (Abord de Chatillon & Desmarais, 2012; Diefenbach, 2009;
Riviere et al., 2019), with significant consequences for employees’ psychological health (Abord de
Chatillon & Desmarais, 2012; Kirkpatrick et al., 2005). These health impacts have, in turn, been
consistently linked to professional disengagement and turnover (e.g., Ducharme et al., 2007; Kim, 2015)
which are critical issues for the French civil service. Indeed, in the context of a broader crisis of workforce
attractiveness, retention and employee commitment have become major strategic priorities as attested to by
several official administrative reports. This study examines the extent to which perceptions of NPM-related
changes lead French civil servants to consider leaving their organizations, with emotional exhaustion as a
mediating mechanism. Data were collected from a sample of 1851 civil servants across the three branches
of the civil service (i.e., state, territorial, and hospital). The analysis relies on a mediation model to test the
indirect influence of reform perceptions on turnover intentions via emotional exhaustion. The results
confirm the presence of significant indirect effects, whereby perceptions of managerial reforms heighten
emotional exhaustion, subsequently increasing the intention to leave the organization. These findings
emphasize the importance of considering the psychological repercussions of public-sector transformations,
which can paradoxically undermine retention goals. They highlight the need to rethink human resource and
change management strategies to safeguard employees’ psychological well-being while reducing turnover
in the public sector.
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1. Background

In a context of a widespread decline in attractiveness affecting all three branches of the French
civil service (Prouet et al., 2024), the French public administration is increasingly confronted with a major
challenge: retaining its workforce. In recent years, numerous public bodies have highlighted in various
institutional reports the extent of this issue and its strategic implications for the continuity of public services.
Turnover constitutes a critical organizational concern, as it leads to substantial losses in knowledge and
expertise, disrupts work group dynamics, and may ultimately undermine overall organizational functioning
and effectiveness (Heavey et al., 2013). These effects are added to substantial direct and indirect costs (Bae,
2022), which place considerable pressure on already constrained public budgets.

These retention challenges emerge within a broader context of profound transformation of the
public sector over recent decades. Beginning in the late 1990s, NPM gradually diffused throughout the
French civil service (Bezes, 2012). NPM refers to a managerial paradigm aiming to align public-sector
governance with private-sector management practices (Emery & Martin, 2008). According to Abord de
Chatillon & Desmarais (2012), NPM primarily rests on three pillars: 1) managerialism, oriented toward
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performance enhancement and cost reduction, 2) accountability, manifested through increased reliance on
management by objectives, evaluation systems and reporting tools, and 3) contractualization, which embeds
public organizations within broader networks of stakeholders. Although alternative models subsequently
emerged, they largely represent continuations rather than breaks with the principles of NPM (Christensen
& Fan, 2018; Reiter & Klenk, 2019).

A growing body of research shows that the successive reforms inspired by these paradigms have
had substantial effects on public organizations and their workforce (Guenoun & Matyjasik, 2019). These
transformations have been associated with an intensification of job demands, including increased workload
as well as the development of a climate of emotional abuse (Abord de Chatillon & Desmarais, 2012;
Dussuet et al., 2017; Riviére et al., 2019). Such new working conditions constitute well-established risk
factors for employees’ health, notably contributing to emotional exhaustion, the central component of
burnout, defined as a state of intense fatigue accompanied by reduced energy and the perception that one’s
emotional resources are depleted (Arens & Morin, 2016). Emotional exhaustion is, in turn, a robust
predictor of turnover intentions, including in public-sector contexts (e.g., Lee & Youm, 2024). It may reflect
a form of psychological withdrawal, leading employees to consider leaving as a coping strategy in the face
of work environments perceived as excessively demanding.

In this context, the present study examines the extent to which perceptions of NPM-related changes
influence turnover intentions among French civil servants and assesses whether emotional exhaustion
constitutes the mediating mechanism through which these perceptions translate into intentions to leave the
organization.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

The sample consisted of 1,851 French public-sector employees, including 690 from the local civil
service (37.26%), 595 from the national civil service (32.13%), and 566 from the hospital civil service
(30.58%). Women represented 55.15% (n = 1,044) of the sample compared to 13.89% (n = 263) for men,
while 30.90% (n = 586) of respondents selected “non-binary/other” or did not provide a response. The mean
age was 45.63 years (SD = 10.09), and average organizational tenure was 14.41 years (SD = 10.91). In
addition, 25.88% (n = 490) of participants held managerial responsibilities, whereas 74.12% (n = 1,403)
were non-managers. Employees belonged to category A (34.39%; n = 651), category B (37.30%; n = 706),
or category C (21.82%; n = 413), while 5.71% (n = 108) reported not knowing their employment category
(these categories correspond to specific employment grades used in the French public sector).

2.2. Measures

Perceptions of NPM-related changes were assessed using the scale developed by Abord de
Chatillon & Desmarais (2012). This instrument consisted of three dimensions: (1) an emphasis on costs
(2 items; e.g., “The resources available to carry out my work were increasingly limited”), (2) increased
accountability (2 items; e.g., “T was required to provide increasingly precise and frequent accounts of my
activities”), and (3) consideration of stakeholders (2 items; e.g., “We worked on a daily basis with an
ever-growing number of interlocutors”). Emotional exhaustion was measured using five items from the
Maslach Burnout Inventory—General Survey (Maslach et al., 1997; e.g., “I felt emotionally drained after a
day of work”). Finally, intention to leave the organization was measured using an adaptation of the item
employed by Lafreniére-Carrier et al. (2018) (i.e., “I intended to leave my organization as soon as
possible”). All items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally
agree).

2.3. Procedure

The questionnaire was administered online in a self-completed format over a period of
approximately two months in early 2024. Several organizations across the three branches of the civil service
were contacted and invited to distribute the questionnaire to their employees. Participants were informed
that their participation was voluntary and that their responses would remain anonymous.

3. Analysis and results
For this study, we used Mplus 8.10 (Muthén & Muthén, 2023) with the robust maximum likelihood
estimator. We first tested a measurement model using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) that included the

multi-item constructs (i.e., perceptions of NPM-related changes and emotional exhaustion) as well as the
observed score of intention to leave the organization, which was allowed to correlate with the factors
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representing perceptions of NPM-related changes and emotional exhaustion. This measurement model was
then converted into a predictive structural equation model (SEM) in which the first-order factors of
perceptions of NPM-related changes were specified as antecedents, emotional exhaustion as a mediator,
and intention to leave as the outcome. Direct and indirect effects (i.e., through emotional exhaustion) of
perceptions of an emphasis on costs, increased accountability, and consideration of stakeholders on
intention to leave were tested using bias-corrected bootstrap confidence intervals with 10,000 bootstrap
samples (Cl; Cheung & Lau, 2008).

Model fit indices for both the CFA (SBy2(49) = 492.00, p < .001, CFl = .93, TLI = .91,
RMSEA = .07, SRMR = .044) and the SEM (SBy?(45) = 556.09, p <.001, CFI = .94, TLI = .91, RMSEA
=.078, SRMR = .038) indicated acceptable fit. The resulting model is presented in Figure 1. The analyses
showed that perceptions of an emphasis on costs and increased accountability directly and positively
predicted emotional exhaustion (4 =.239, p <.001; #=.392, p <.001, respectively). In contrast, perceptions
of consideration of stakeholders significantly and negatively predicted emotional exhaustion (4 = —.222,
p = .007). Moreover, perception of an emphasis on costs directly, significantly, and positively predicted
intention to leave (# =.123, p = .014), whereas the the effect was not significant for increased accountability
and consideration of stakeholders (§ = .021, p = .791; § = -.129, p = .065). Finally, the indirect effects of
perceptions of NPM-related changes on intention to leave through emotional exhaustion were significant
for emphasis on costs (8 = .111, 95% CI [.057, .168]), increased accountability (5 = .183, 95% CI [.104,
.279]), and consideration of stakeholders (8 = -.104, 95% CI [.-186, -.035]).

Figure 1. Significant standardized mediation paths from NPM- related changes perceptions
to turnover intentions through emotional exhaustion.
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4. Discussion, limitations and future research directions

The objective of this study was to examine the extent to which perceptions of NPM-related changes
influence turnover intentions among French civil servants and to assess whether emotional exhaustion
mediates the relationship between these perceptions and intentions to leave the organization. The results of
the structural equation modeling highlighted the central role of emotional exhaustion in this process.
Specifically, perceptions of an emphasis on costs and increased accountability positively predicted
emotional exhaustion, which in turn was associated with higher turnover intentions. Interestingly,
perceptions of consideration of stakeholders negatively predicted emotional exhaustion, suggesting that not
all dimensions of NPM reforms are uniformly detrimental to employee well-being. This finding implies
that certain reform practices, when perceived as supportive or inclusive, may act as resources that buffer
against stress and mitigate the risk of burnout. These findings can be interpreted through the lens of the Job
Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Bakker et al., 2007) which offers a pertinent framework by positing
that high job demands (e.g., increased accountability, focus on cost efficiency) may deplete personal
resources, leading to strain and burnout, whereas job resources (e.g., social interactions, stakeholder
consideration, autonomy) can mitigate these effects.
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While these results provide important insights, several limitations must be acknowledged. First,
the study employed a cross-sectional design, which limits causal inference and precludes examination of
temporal trajectories. As the organizational reform process remains ongoing, future research could employ
longitudinal designs to assess how employees perceive and respond to forthcoming changes over the long
term, and to examine the evolving relationships among reform perceptions, emotional exhaustion, and
turnover intentions over time. Second, the mediation model tested was relatively simple. Future research
could explore sequential mediation, building on the work of Abord de Chatillon & Desmarais (2012), who
directly accounted for perceived constraints and proposed that higher perceptions of NPM-related changes
are first associated with increased perceived job demands, which in turn contribute to burnout. Third,
turnover intentions were operationalized as a single construct, without distinguishing between different
forms of withdrawal, such as remaining in the same organization, moving to another public organization,
retiring, or leaving the public sector entirely (Jeon & Robertson, 2013). Making such distinctions would
refine our understanding of the drivers of retention and attrition within the civil service in the context of
ongoing public-sector reforms. Another avenue for further investigation concerns the operationalization of
NPM perceptions. In this study, we focused on three dimensions (i.e., emphasis on costs, increased
accountability, consideration of stakeholders) based on Abord de Chatillon & Desmarais’ (2012)
framework. However, other principles of NPM highlighted in the literature (Bezes & Musselin, 2015), such
as performance culture or the separation of strategic and operational functions, may also influence
employee NPM-related changes perceptions. Expanding the model to include these dimensions could
provide a more comprehensive understanding of how complex managerial reforms are experienced by civil
servants.

In conclusion, this study underscores the psychological mechanisms linking NPM-related changes
perceptions to turnover intentions in the French civil service, identifies emotional exhaustion as a key
mediator, and highlights the importance of considering both the detrimental and protective aspects of
NPM:-inspired changes.
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