
1 

 

Before Virtuous Practice. Public and Private Sector-specific 

Preferences for Intuition and Deliberation in Decision-making 

Frithiof Svensonab* 0000-0001-6467-5267, Bianca Steffenc
 0000-0002-0287-5615, 

Christian Harteisc 0000-0002-3570-7626 and Markus A. Launerd
 0000-0001-9384-0807  

a Norwegian College of Fishery Science, Faculty of Biosciences Fisheries and 

Economics, UiT The Arctic University of Norway, Breivika, 9037 Tromsø, Norway 

b Faculty of Management, Culture Technology, Osnabrück University of Applied 

Sciences, Lingen, Germany 

c Institute of Educational Science, Working Group Educational Management and 

Research in Further Education, Paderborn University, Paderborn, Germany 

d Faculty of Trade and Social Work, Ostfalia University of Applied Sciences, Suderburg, 

Germany  

Correspondence should be sent to Frithiof Svenson*, frithiof.svenson@uit.no 

Norwegian College of Fishery Science, Faculty of Biosciences Fisheries and 

Economics, UiT, The Arctic University of Norway, Breivika, 9037 Tromsø, Norway 

This is a peer-reviewed manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in 

Public Integrity on 26 Jul 2022, available at: Full article: Before Virtuous Practice. 

Public and Private Sector-Specific Preferences for Intuition and Deliberation in 

Decision-Making (tandfonline.com) See also for full references and version of record 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10999922.2022.2068900 

To cite this article DOI: 10.1080/10999922.2022.2068900: 

Frithiof Svenson, Bianca Steffen, Christian Harteis & Markus A. Launer (2022) Before 

Virtuous Practice. Public and Private Sector-Specific Preferences for Intuition and 

Deliberation in Decision-Making, Public Integrity 

  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10999922.2022.2068900
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10999922.2022.2068900
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10999922.2022.2068900


2 

 

Before Virtuous Practice. Public and Private Sector-specific 

Preferences for Intuition and Deliberation in Decision-making 

Fast and intuitive thinking, as well as emotions play a large role in decision-

making. The sociology of wise practice within public administration also 

suggests that thinking preferences like the use of intuition form a cornerstone of 

public administrators’ virtuous practice. This contribution uses conceptual and 

theoretical resources from behavioral sciences and public administration to find 

out whether individual level differences between public and private sector 

employees exist with regard to thinking preferences. The article investigates 

variables that have been subject to extensive research, and integrates their clout 

with the discourse in public administration. Institutional frameworks and social 

structures may enable or impede the habituation of virtue. The contribution 

empirically analyses this assumption with respondents from North America 

(n=247) and the European Union (n=1532) with regard to the thinking styles 

preference for intuition and preference for deliberation. The public and private 

sector differ significantly in terms of preference for deliberative as well as 

intuitive thinking. A surprising result is that private sector employees rank higher 

than public sector employees on both scales. Differences in deliberation show a 

small effect whereas the effect size with regard to intuitive thinking is negligible. 

The discussion explores possible explanations for such differences and 

similarities. 

Keywords: intuition; deliberation; decision style; virtue; wisdom; public–private-

sector comparisons 
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Introduction 

The best craftsmen are aware of the fact that their efforts are adventurous, lack any 

clear blueprint, and require skilled intuition or ‘tacit knowledge’ (Polanyi & Sen, 2010) 

– i.e., implicit or unarticulated knowledge that can only be acquired through personal 

experience, continuous learning and on-the-job tenure (emphasis added van Steden, 

2020, 241). 

Public administration’s discussion of ethics has been influenced by interpretations of 

Aristotle’s virtue ethics as a path to make good decisions (for a summary see Overeem 

and Tholen (2011), Rooney and McKenna (2008), and van Steden (2020). Business 

administration in the private sector also builds on Aristotle to bring about good 

decisions through virtue, for a perspective from organization studies see Massingham 

(2019) and McKenna, Rooney, and Liesch (2006). The cognitive grid separating public 

and private sector (Haldén, 2013) is an established field of inquiry (Andersen, 2010; 

Bullock, Stritch & Rainey, 2015; Meier & O’Toole, 2011). While there is a consensus 

in the literature that public-sector organizations operate on different base assumptions 

than private-sector organizations, individual level sector differences with regard to 

decision-making are hardly documented (Baarspul & Wilderom, 2011). Given the rising 

interest in wisdom studies of organizations more broadly and behavioral public 

administration more specifically (Grimmelikhuijsen, Jilke, Olsen & Tummers, 2017), 

the dimensions of intuitive decision-making remain to be further investigated 

(Nørgaard, 2018). Investigating whether employees in public administration differ from 

employees in the private sector in terms of decision-making promises further insight 

into the sector’s potential for wise practice. This article contributes to psychology‐

informed public administration research (Grimmelikhuijsen et al. 2017), through 

specifically building on the study of intuition (see e.g., Sadler-Smith, 2012), and thereby 

contributing to behavioral public administration. To do so, this contribution links virtue 
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to thinking processes researched in cognitive psychology in order to explore prudence 

of public administrators. 

For Aristotle, practical knowledge and moral virtues go hand in hand: it is 

impossible to be practically wise without being good (van de Ven & Johnson, 2006). 

Eikeland (2008, 53) remarks that phronesis has ‘both an intellectual virtue and an 

ethical virtue’; for Overeem and Tholen (2011) phronesis is prudence of public 

administrators; Van Steden (2020) suggests that public administration can learn from 

Aristotle to study virtues instead of values (see also de Vries &Kim, 2011).  

To study virtue, we draw on the dual thinking processes established in the 

psychology of decision-making (Sadler-Smith, 2012, 373): System 1 (intuition and 

affect) and System 2 (analysis and reason) (Kruglanski, 2013). Public administration 

professionals’ wise practice has been highlighted in the work of Newman, Guy, and 

Mastracci (2009), who distinguished between skills of analysis and reason (System 2) 

and emotion work skills (System 1). Wise decision-making has also been associated 

with an interplay of System 1 and System 2 (Sadler-Smith, 2012, 373). The overall 

importance of the two thinking processes and their relationship to decision-making has 

been recognized across public service policy fields as well as different countries and 

continents (Guy, Mastracci & Yang, 2019). 

Researchers reconstructing the cognitive processes that foster practical wisdom 

refer to intuition, when they describe virtuous practice or practical wisdom from a 

practitioners’ point of view (Paanakker, 2019; Rooney & McKenna, 2008; van Putten, 

2020; van Steden, 2020) and to cognitive psychology to draw more nuanced pictures of 

decision-making around bureaucracies (Nørgaard, 2018).  

However, even though these studies unearth research favoring an additional 

focus on intuition, their work is only loosely connected to classical research on 
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intuition. Repeatedly, the community of behavioral public administration scholars call 

for diverse theoretical and methodological contributions to improve research on public 

organizations (Davis & Stazyk, 2017; Hou, Ni, Poocharoen, Yang, & Zhao, 2011; 

Jankowski, Prokop, & Tepe, 2020; Kasdan, 2020). Intuition and fast thinking in 

particular should be featured more prominently in behavioral public administration 

research (Nørgaard, 2018). A guiding principle of this school is to consistently build on 

psychological research to examine the applicability to public organizations. Only after 

finding psychological characteristics specific to public sector, the development of new 

domain-specific constructs begins (Kim et al., 2013; Nørgaard, 2018). In spite of multi-

method inquiries in public administration (for an overview see Raimondo & Newcomer, 

2017; Yang, 2021), the bridges between qualitative methodology (e.g., interviews or 

ethnography Massingham, 2019) and quantitative methodology (e.g., Rooney & 

McKenna, 2008) leave room for development. This contribution takes well established 

constructs from psychology and applies them to a diverse sample, in order to ascertain 

the assumed specificities of the public sector. Moderating between adjacent scholarly 

debates, the paper therewith adds a missing quantitative sample in work on wisdom in 

public administration to facilitate an integration of practice-based approaches of 

sociological wisdom research.  

Before Virtue Come Thinking Preferences 

The conversation about potential blind spots in wisdom research continues both in 

public administration (van Steden, 2020) and business research (Nonaka, Chia, Holt, & 

Peltokorpi, 2014). Thinking preferences and wisdom research are based in cognitive 

psychology. Virtues are universal and apply in both public (Koliba, Mills, & Zia, 2011) 

and private sectors (Horwitz, 2010). They may surface, become consciously aware, and 

draw wide attention when disaster strikes, e.g., during emergency management 
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practices. Wise decisions are needed in every sector (McKenna, Rooney, & Liesch 

2006; Wittmer, 2000). The proliferation of wisdom research applied in the private 

sector (Bachmann, Sasse, & Habisch, 2018; Rooney, Küpers, Pauleen, & Zhuravleva, 

2021) appears applicable to the public administration discourse. Given that public 

services are carried out by the private sector as well, the line between public and private 

service provision may become blurred (Jilke, Van Dooren, & Rys, 2018). The sociology 

of wisdom research program suggests that excellence in public and private sector 

practices exemplifies phronesis along the lines of Aristotle’s ethical philosophy (2000, 

1218b37-1219a1), understood as prudence, practical virtue, and practical wisdom. 

Intuition scholars like Sadler-Smith (2012) suggest that using both thinking processes 

may account for phronesis. An instance of wise practice could be, e.g., knowing when a 

situation needs more emotional labour, rather than rational-scientific conduct (Newman 

et al. 2009; Vigoda‐Gadot & Meisler, 2010; Volckmar‐Eeg & Vassenden, 2021). The 

practice-based approaches of sociological wisdom research lay an emphasis on intuition 

(van Putten, 2020). Paanakker (2019, 893) for example, draws propositions from 

ethnographic research in the public sector, highlighting the generally opposing frames 

of using intuition and the application of formalized, institutionalized tools and metrics. 

This article contributes towards the overarching question raised explicitly in behavioral 

public administration (Nørgaard, 2018): Is there a propensity of public administrators to 

use intuitive (System 1) rather than deliberative thinking (System 2)?  

The findings can be used to gauge whether public administrators display 

thinking preferences of “virtuous agents” (Beadle & Moore, 2006). Based on this 

contribution, future research can highlight how decision-making of public 

administrators can become wiser (Rooney & McKenna, 2008) from a multidisciplinary 

perspective including biological, brain, and behavioral sciences drawing on 
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explanations of virtue ethics (Hodginkinson & Sadler-Smith, 2018; Sadler-Smith, 

2012). Assumptions about thinking preferences relevant to virtue ethics, are tested with 

methods from decision-making research (Betsch, 2004, 2008). The following is set to 

briefly outline the main takeaway from the field of intuition that sees an increasing 

interest from public administration scholars, before the article reporting empirical 

approach.  

Explaining Intuition 

Intuitions are “affectively charged judgments that arise through rapid, non-conscious 

and holistic associations” (Dane & Pratt, 2007, 33). Simon (1997) states that pattern 

recognition is the key process in intuitive decision-making, because it allows experts a 

rapid access to their tacit knowledge base to make quick and successful decisions. 

Simon (1997) regards decisions as a desirable research theme for the entire field of 

public administration. Effectively managing intuition is presumably a base skill for 

wiser decision outcomes. Overall, many scholars have endorsed intuition from a dual 

process perspective. Dual-process theory (e.g., Epstein, 1994; Evans, 2011; Sloman, 

1996; Stanovich & West, 2000;) holds that there are two types of cognitive processes 

underlying judgments, decisions, and problem solving. People use both thinking 

processes, but tend to display a preference for either one thinking style (Betsch, 2004), 

even though both processes compete for guiding decision-makers (Hodgkinson 

& Sadler-Smith, 2018). 

System 1 processes are automatic, fast, unconscious, and referred to as the 

heuristic, intuitive processes. System 2 processes on the other hand are slower, 

conscious, deliberative, and referred to as rational, analytical, or deliberate processes. In 

this context, default-interventionist accounts of dual processes imply that judgments 

come to the mind fast and without effort from System 1 processing (Kruglanski, 2013). 
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The interplay of System 1 (intuition and affect) and System 2 (analysis and deliberation) 

allows people to become virtuous (Sadler-Smith, 2012, 373). Therefore, respondents 

with a high score on both scales are assumed to display the thinking processes 

indicative of wisdom. Sadler-Smith (2012, 357) suggests that to leverage virtue more 

effectively, psychological inquiry like the dual process theory of thinking can be 

fruitfully applied within research programmes that focus on moral learning as a 

socially-situated phenomenon (e.g., Kaptein, 2008; Solomon, 2004). 

The lack of development and integration of dual process perspective within the 

public administration research is somewhat surprising since several connections to 

ongoing work can be observed: Filiz and Battaglio, Jr (2015) treat intuitive decision-

making of public administrators, as well as Nørgaard (2018). Battaglio, Jr., Belardinelli, 

Bellé, and Cantarelli (2019) provide a comprehensive overview of the linkages between 

behavioral science and public administration, focussing on the works of intuition 

scholars. However, no connections to wisdom theory, wise practice, or virtue are 

highlighted. 

Even though, wisdom theory based on cognitive frameworks using quantitative 

methodologies is used (e.g. Ermasova, Clark, Nguyen, & Ermasov, 2018), little 

integration of the dual process theory of thinking (e.g., Epstein, 1994; Evans, 2011; 

Glöckner & Witteman, 2010; Sloman, 1996; Stanovich & West, 2000;) may be seen. 

Two rare examples are the work of Moseley and Thomann (2021) looking into the use 

of intuition in administrative decision-making and Volckmar‐Eeg & Vassenden (2021) 

focussing the usage of intuition among street-level bureaucrats. Different sub-fields 

acknowledge the relevance of the use of intuition and the practice of wise management, 

or phronesis. However, these contributions are dispersed (for an overview, see Ames, 

Serafim & Zappellini, 2020).  
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Rooney and McKenna (2008) suggest a liminal space for quantitative research in 

a cognitive tradition in support of wisdom theory. This liminal space between 

behavioral public administration reveals that the reality and everyday decisions of 

public servants remain to be explored. The preference to make quick and automatic 

decisions may be reduced by well-defined institutional roles and regulations in the 

public sector (Meier & O’Toole, 2011). Empirical research into wisdom should account 

for the preferred decision-making style in the public sector and in the private sector, 

since the perceived discretion to act indicates everyday behaviors (Roman, 2015) with 

potentially wider implications for administrative theory and practice (Nørgaard, 2018).  

Assumptions about Public-Private Sector Differences 

Some studies have addressed issues of restrictions on public employees’ decision-

making (Connor & Becker, 2003; Fallman, Jutengren, & Dellve, 2019; Turaga & 

Bozeman, 2005; Villadsen, Hansen, & Mols, 2010). In their article on administrative 

discretion and street-level bureaucracy Volckmar‐Eeg and Vassenden (2021) point out 

that the research barely looked into emotions in decision-making (see also Zhang, Yang, 

Walker & Wang, 2022). Mostly, the works in this domain are addressing personal bias 

(e.g., Battaglio, Belardinelli, Bellé & Cantarelli, 2019; Moseley & Thomann, 2021; 

Nagtegaal, Tummers, Noordegraaf & Bekkers, 2020; Resh, Wilkes & Mooradian, 

2020;). Restrictions on decision-making in the sense of a limited discretion to act 

(Meier & O’Toole, 2011) are considered higher inside public sector organizations in 

comparison to private sector organisations (Wangrow, Schepker, & Barker III, 2015). 

The theoretical basis is already thoroughly laid out. Ritz and Thom (2019) summarize 

the work of Meier and O’Toole (2011), showing a weaker influence of management 

actions in public organizations compared to private organizations; private organizations 

are comparatively better at using advantageous situations in the external organizational 
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environment because they have learned to adjust to such situations. Turbulent 

organizational environments offer more opportunities for this. Due to the more 

structured organizational environment, public organizations place more value on 

internally rather than externally oriented management actions. Public managers operate 

on more stable assumptions about the environment than private managers, while private 

managers appear more exposed to volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity 

(Wangrow et al. 2015; Karlsson, 2019). Therefore, this contribution builds upon three 

selected assumptions in prior literature that are pertinent to decision-making styles: 

First, the range or the variance in actions that management can take inside the 

organization in the public sector is more limited than the range of actions that managers 

can take in the private sector (Meier & O’Toole, 2011, 288). Second, individuals in the 

public sector have a stronger preference for deliberation that maintains the range of 

available actions, compared to individuals in the private sector. Third, individuals in the 

public sector could be more obliged to justify and reason their decisions towards others.  

Overall, the sizeable number of rules and regulations may lead public employees 

to train a preference for deliberation and to reduce potential distortions in decision-

making (Nørgaard, 2018). By extension, it is assumed that in public service provision 

people learn more rules and regulations, resulting in a preference for deliberation being 

a learned preference in the public sector. Likewise, people with a prior disposition for 

deliberation might rather choose a career in public service, as person-organization fit 

would presume (O’Reilly, Chatman & Caldwell, 1991). People with an orientation 

toward intuition and a looser rules-based framework might prefer work in the private 

sector. Here the range of managerial options in terms of exploiting the environment is 

greater than the range of options in the public sector (Meier & O’Toole, 2011). Private 
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sector employees could have a stronger preference for intuition since the range of 

options during decision-making is greater than the range of options in the public sector. 

Two pure organizational types will be covered referring to a governmental 

agency as a public sector organization and to the for-profit business firm as the 

prototypical private sector organization. These definitions of archetypical public and 

private sector organizations are similar to the ones used by other authors in the field 

(e.g., Hooijberg & Choi, 2001; Wamsley & Zald, 1973). 

A decade ago, Baarspul and Wilderom (2011) found that there is no obvious 

pattern of irrefutable factual data to support the idea that employees behave differently 

across industries.  

The research question of this contribution is: Do public and private sector 

employees differ in their decision-making preference?  

Methods  

Testing specific hypotheses using multi-country statistical data is common in public 

administration (see Pollitt, 2011). The hypotheses to be tested are: H1: “Public and 

private sector employees differ in their preference for deliberation” and H2: “Public and 

private sector employees differ in their preference for intuition”. The hypotheses only 

refer to differences because no former studies exist that could imply a relationship of 

any kind and this research firstly investigates private and public sector employees’ 

preference for deliberation or intuition.  

Sample and Data Collection 

The data was collected as part of a larger online questionnaire on intuition and digital 

trust at the workplace between March and August 2020. The participants filled in the 

online survey after invitations via a participant recruitment agency via snowball 
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sampling through social media in professional and private networks. An overall 

response rate cannot be given because it is unknown how many potential respondents 

received the questionnaire. Considering all respondents who started the questionnaire 

55.7 % submitted a fully answered survey. This data was analyzed using SPSS V26. 

The final sample for this study consisted of 1679 participants (nfemale = 722, nmale = 978 

male, and not indicating their gender: n = 79). Women were underrepresented in both 

sectors (private sector: nfemale = 529, 43.33%; public sector: nfemale = 133, 35.09%) 

Most participants were from the EU (n = 1532) with respondents from 9 European 

countries (Austria, Czech Republic, Germany, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, 

Spain, and Sweden). Most respondents (n = 893; 53.13%) are between 39-58 years old. 

Table 1 indicates the distribution of the sample by age and sector.  

Shapiro-Wilk and Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests designate that the data is not normally 

distributed. No claim is made that the samples investigated are representative for all 

public and all private sector employees in the European Union or North America. The 

aim of this study is to examine an independent variable with two levels and a dependent 

interval variable in a skewed sample. Therefore, a Mann-Whitney-U analysis of 

difference was conducted to test the hypothesis (Nachar, 2008). It is the most 

appropriate test for this study because it is more conservative and less prone to Type I 

errors (Gibbons & Chakraborti, 1991).  

Instruments 

To measure the preference for deliberation and intuition in decision-making the PID-

inventory by Betsch (2004, 2008) was used. Thirteen self-disclosure items were 

translated into the respective national language. The PID is a valid and reliable test of 

decision-making preference consisting of two scales: one measuring preference for 

rational decision-making (5 items, e.g., “I tend to be a rational thinker.”; Cronbach‘s 
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Alpha .892) and second scale measuring preference for intuitive thinking (6 items, e.g., 

“I am an intuitive individual.”; Cronbach‘s Alpha .867). Items were assessed on a 4-

point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).  

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Enter Table 1 here 

 

Propensity of Public Servants to Use Intuition or Deliberation  

Enter Table 2 here 

Mann-Whitney-Analysis of difference revealed that employees in the private sector 

significantly preferred deliberate as well as intuitive thinking styles.  

For the first hypothesis concerning the preference for deliberation (rational 

thinking style), a statistically significant difference was measured between the private 

and public sector, although the effect size is small. For the second hypothesis 

concerning the preference for intuition (intuitive thinking style), a significant difference 

was observed between the private and the public sector employees again, but the effect 

size is to be neglected (see table 2). A total of 668 people scored high on both scales 

(System 1 and System 2). There are 528 in the private sector and 140 in the public 

sector. 

Conclusion 

The results do not hold up to the assumption that private sector employees are the ones, 

who are more intuitive, meaning that they have a more pronounced preference for the 

use of intuition. The results can be interpreted along these lines; however, the data does 
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not show strong effects. Overall, the effect is weakly demonstrable, but the private 

sector has higher scores on both scales, i.e. private employees declare to have a stronger 

tendency to use deliberation, but also to use intuition. The public sector shows lower 

mean scores on both scales, meaning that their preference for intuition and deliberation 

is not as pronounced as in the private sector. What exactly that means for wisdom 

studies of organizations has to be derived theoretically.  

Discussion 

The brain has the capability to carry out unconscious thinking (Dijksterhuis & 

Nordgren, 2006). People are sometimes unaware that they are making conscious 

decisions, e.g., experts do not perceive decision necessities because for them solutions 

are spontaneously obvious and emerge intuitively (Gruber & Harteis; 2018; Svenson, 

Ballová Mikušková & Launer, 2022). There is a growing focus on the scope and 

application of discretion, with many people assuming that it is values that guide 

administrators' decisions when they employ discretion. (McCandless, 2021). This article 

supplements such perspectives focusing on virtues rather than values (Overeem & 

Tholen, 2011).  

In the results section it could be seen that private sector employees tend to rate 

themselves higher on both thinking styles. Even in such a heterogeneous sample like the 

one that was used for this study, individuals in the public sector display thinking 

preferences different from their private sector counterparts. One interpretation could be 

that private sector employees appear to be more aware of their choices, their own 

decision-making, and their action in a high discretion industry (Meier & O’Toole, 2011; 

Wangrow et al., 2015). Public sector employees might not share the same level of 

awareness and consciousness regarding their decision-making style in a low discretion 

industry (Karlsson, 2019; Meier & O’Toole, 2011; Wangrow et al., 2015). Meier and 
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O’Toole (2011) suggest that the peculiarities of the public sector matter, if they impact 

organizational effectiveness in terms of performance. The relevant organizational 

outcomes targeted at the outset of this article are virtues (see, Overeem & Tholen, 

2011). This study advances the descriptive claim that the thinking preferences people 

actually prefer matter before virtues can manifest. In other words, we point out the 

thinking preferences that becoming virtuous practitioners display. This finding helps to 

understand a current puzzle in behavioral public administration about the relation 

between fast and slow thinking (Nørgaard, 2018). From the interesting finding that 

public sector employees report lower scores for both thinking styles, future work can 

then link thinking styles to performance and outcomes of public administrators, building 

on the conception that sees these dual processes of cognition as competing for a path of 

action (see Hodgkinson & Sadler-Smith, 2018; Sadler-Smith, 2012). 

 Aristotle’s virtue ethics remain an inspiration for many scholars of 

administration. Phronesis, can be linked to the interplay of System 1 and System 2 

thinking. The theoretical contributions on virtue ethics take this duality into account 

(Rooney & McKenna, 2008; van Steden, 2020), but there has been little empirical work 

highlighting this. The slow and effortful System 2 thinking processes have to be 

conceived as an equal partner besides fast System 1 thinking processes in future studies.  

Managerial Implications  

To further support prudential administration, it is suggested that public administrators’ 

use of intuition can be trained. For instance, through raising awareness for competition 

and interplay between System 1 and System 2 thinking, moral and professional 

excellence can be further developed. Such initiatives can play a role in building 

communities to realize virtue ethics in action (Overeem & Tholen, 2011, 740). 
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A prolific partnership between behavioral public administration and virtue ethics 

suggests that after analysing thinking in action (Nørgaard, 2018) the perceived latitude 

of decision-makers (Karlsson, 2019) should be taken into account when developing 

trainings with practitioners (Overeem & Tholen, 2011). Organizations need to find ways 

to enable their members to use intuition and deliberation in order to develop wise 

practice. Intuitive thinking is acknowledged in specialist domains, but potentially less 

consciously embraced as a base for decision-making in all organizations. When public 

sector organizations intend to follow virtue ethics, provisions have to ensure that people 

can use their intuition as a resource. Overeem and Tholen (2011) summarize work 

supporting practitioners to make wiser decisions, where practitioners work on 

prioritizing virtues in their daily practices. In addition, Sadler-Smith (2012) highlights 

the advantages of involvement in communities of practice to shape actors’ moral 

development (for an empirical illustration see Mailloux & Lacharité, 2020). 

When intuition is understood as the capability to recognize situational cues and 

to retrieve relevant knowledge structures (Simon, 1997) it successfully supports 

professionals’ problem solving and decision-making under time pressure (Kappes & 

Morewedge, 2016). To develop expertise and intuition, the usage of mental simulation 

is a promising approach (Klein, 2008; Steffen, Goller, & Harteis, 2020) understood as 

the mental and imagined rehearsal of difficult scenarios in which potential courses of 

action are evaluated (Klein, 2008). This cognitive strategy enables professionals to 

prepare for challenging future tasks, i.e. tasks and problems they have not yet faced 

before. Consequently, this mental training allows individuals to come to appropriate and 

successful solutions within complex and suddenly emerging situations (Steffen et al., 

2020). Public servants should be encouraged to implement the use of mental simulation 
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strategies within their professional learning environment to support prudential 

administration.  

Limitations  

Limitations stem from the conceptualization of a relatively homogenous public and 

private sector, as summarized by Baarspul and Wilderom (2011). The type of public 

sector organization did not form part of the study’s rationale as in Andersen (2010). The 

skewed nature of the sample (concerning age and gender distribution) may also be seen 

as a limitation of this study. Although the sample consists of a high number of 

participants, some groups were overrepresented. Another limitation concerning the 

sample may be seen in the heterogeneity of different countries and, as a result, over 

different cultures of professional working life, including historical, social, and political 

aspects. Yet, decision-makers in North America (including the U.S.A. and Canada) may 

be considered heterogeneous like decision-makers in the EU. Despite these differences, 

the underlying similarities allow to compare decision-makers from the two continents.  

In addition, the authors are aware that there are scales that specifically measure 

field-specific decision-making. Across the social sciences, scales like these have come 

under attack for inevitably guiding survey respondents towards answers that trigger 

socially desirable responses (Krumpal, 2013). Prior work shows that an instrument that 

investigates decision-making in general, building on general theories of behavior, rather 

than e.g., ethical decision-making bypasses these perils to some extent. The scales are 

all based on self-disclosure, i.e. professional’s decision-making style in practice has not 

been measured. 
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Future Research 

Research on public and private sector-specific preferences for intuition and deliberation 

in decision-making can benefit from a discussion of which cognitive factors 

complement and substitute each other and under which conditions (Nørgaard, 2018), 

empirical research on wisdom should account for historicity, linking place, and 

geography to intellection (Rooney & McKenna, 2008). This follows the aim to elicit 

taken-for-granted truths within organizations through qualitative research methods like 

ethnography (Svenson & Freiling, 2019), of which there is a dearth in public 

administration research (see, Ospina, Esteve, Lee, 2018). Future expertise research in 

public administration may consider the work experience people have within their 

specialised profession. Expertise research shows that more experienced professionals 

tend to rely on their intuition when making decisions rather than on rational reasoning 

(Gruber & Harteis, 2018). Future research could gather more data on the impact of 

further aspects, such as age, gender, and culture.  

The current study indicates converging research streams. Undoubtedly, more 

research is required to fully comprehend how, when, and why System 1 and System 2 

processes influence decisions of public sector employees. Further diverse and promising 

contributions will undoubtedly be made in the decades ahead.  
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Tables 

Table 1: Sample: Age distribution by sector 

 

 

 

 

Table 2: Summary of Mann-Whitney Test for Sector on Deliberation for Decision 

Making 
 

 

Organizational 

Sector  n 

Mean 

(Standard 

Deviation) 

Mean 

Rank 

Sum of 

Ranks Z 

Asymptotic 

significance 

(2-sided)  

(Effect size 

Cohen’s d) 

PID 

Rational  

Private Sector 1240 2.9668 

(.82503) 

854.17 1059176.50 

-3.009 
.003 

(0.203) 
Governmental 

Sector 

426 2.7934 

(.93836) 

773.32 329434.50 

 Missing 13    

  

PID 

Intuitive 

Private Sector 1226 2.5015 

(.80256) 

836.90 1026034.50 

-2.498 
.012 

(0.146) Governmental 

Sector 

413 2.3834 

(.83223) 

769.84 317945.50 

 
Missing 40      

 

 

America Europe 

Total 

Private 

Sector 

Governmental 

Sector 

Private 

Sector 

Government

al Sector 

Age Group  18 or younger 0 0 19 5 24 

19-28 17 3 283 84 387 

29-38 77 26 181 38 322 

39-48 70 17 287 69 443 

49-58 20 6 265 158 449 

59 and older 7 4 24 19 54 

Total 191 56 1059 373 1679 


