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Executive Summary

The study “Why Do We Work?” aims to provide as comprehensive a picture as possible of how three
distinct categories of respondents—students, private-sector employees, and public-sector
employees—view their future (in the case of students) and current jobs.

The study focuses, in particular, on their relationship with their organization, their perceptions of work,
and their career expectations.

The study was conducted over a three-year period:

e “Why We Work 1: Students’ Projections Regarding Their Future Jobs” (2024)
(https://csldi.fspac.online/de-ce-muncim-proiectii-ale-studentilor-privind-viitorul-loc-de-
munca/)

e  “Why We Work 2: Expectations, Values, and Perspectives of Private-Sector Employees in
Romania” (2024) (https://csldi.fspac.online/studiu-de-ce-muncim-2024/).

This report analyzes the professional perceptions and expectations of public sector employees (central
and local government). The results are interpreted in comparison with those obtained from private
sector employees and students, with the aim of providing an overall picture of the career projections
of these three groups.

The research examined six key dimensions—(1) knowledge, skills, and competencies (self-perception),
(2) selection criteria, (3) leadership and culture, (4) mobility and satisfaction, (5) technology and Al, (6)
systemic challenges—and concludes with a section on comparative analysis.

Beyond the social desirability of certain responses and the respondents’ personal opinions, the data
reveal several broad patterns that indicate the internal state of the system—the fears, desires,
aspirations, or frustrations of those who serve us, as well as the respondents’ unconscious thoughts or
perceptions, which are usually overlooked in “purely quantitative” research. We intentionally sought
to capture the subjective perspective of employees in order to better understand how public
administration workers view, feel, and experience their “professional lives.”

The research was conducted in 2024 and 2025 using a mixed-methods approach consisting of three
stages: (1) a national quantitative survey of 1,481 respondents from central and local government; (2)
four focus groups with employees from all administrative levels—central government, local
government (county level), local government (cities and municipalities), and local government (rural
areas—communes); (3) six semi-structured interviews with senior professionals in the public sector.

The comprehensive picture that emerges from the analysis of the collected data is that of a mature
workforce, intrinsically motivated by the social impact of their work, yet trapped within a rigid,
politicized institutional framework that is underdeveloped in terms of human resources management.

Public sector employees prioritize the nature of the work, job security, and work-life balance; salary,
benefits, flexibility, and advanced technology are valued much less (including compared to the private
sector), largely because they are perceived as inaccessible.


https://csldi.fspac.online/de-ce-muncim-proiectii-ale-studentilor-privind-viitorul-loc-de-munca/
https://csldi.fspac.online/de-ce-muncim-proiectii-ale-studentilor-privind-viitorul-loc-de-munca/
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Quantitative data paint a relatively optimistic picture: 80% of respondents report a high level of
satisfaction, 95% rate their analytical skills positively, and people-oriented leadership is the dominant
preference regardless of the institution (central or local government).

Qualitative data—focus groups (4) and interviews (6)—correct this picture, revealing a more nuanced
reality: an overestimation of skills, a recruitment and training system perceived at all levels as
dysfunctional, an erosion of the “myth of stability in the public sector,” pressure (crisis) at the
leadership (and public management) level, persistent political interference, and a generational gap
(aging workforce, reduced attractiveness of the sector) that threatens the sustainability of the public
system.

A comparison with global trends reveals a clear convergence: employees in the Romanian public sector
are experiencing the same major pressures documented internationally—the search for meaning in
their work, prioritizing work-life balance, a crisis in engagement, disconnection from leadership, the
phenomenon of “quiet quitting,” and the disruption brought about by artificial intelligence. There is a
clear gap in understanding and strategic positioning regarding Al.



1. Integrated Methodology

The study employed a mixed-methods, sequential methodology consisting of three interconnected

stages, with each stage aimed at validating and deepening the data collected in the previous stage:

1.1. Stage 1 — Quantitative Research (Opinion Survey)

An online survey conducted between September and October 2024, targeting employees from
all types of public institutions in central and local government: ministries, autonomous central
authorities, subordinate agencies, prefectures, county councils, and urban and rural
municipalities.

Atotal of 1,481 valid responses were collected. The distribution was balanced between central
government (approximately 23%) and local government (approximately 65%, with the
remaining respondents not specifying the type of institution).

For each item in the questionnaire, average scores were calculated on a scale from 1 to 10,
along with percentages at the two extremes of the scale (1-4 = unfavorable opinions, 7-10 =
favorable opinions). This type of combined presentation allows for the identification of the
central trend as well as instances of polarization in the responses.

1.2. Phase 2 — Qualitative Research (Focus Groups)

Four focus groups were conducted between February and April 2025, each with 15-25
participants.

The groups were differentiated by administrative level and type: (1) municipal governments;
(2) commune governments; (3) central government (ministries, agencies); (4) county-level
local government (employees in leadership positions—secretaries-general—county councils).
The discussions were structured around six thematic dimensions correlated with the sections
of the questionnaire, allowing both for the qualitative validation of quantitative data and for
the exploration of areas of high social desirability or aspects that the questionnaire was unable
to capture.

1.3. Phase 3 — In-depth qualitative research (semi-structured interviews)

Six interviews conducted in May—June 2025 with senior public sector professionals at all
levels—central government, local government (urban and rural).

These interviews yielded rich data based on personal experiences, which were used as “case
studies” to illustrate broader trends.

The interviews were semi-structured—the general topics remained consistent, but
respondents were free to explore the subjects based on their own experiences.

The use of a mixed-methods approach provides rich data that offers a deeper understanding of the

phenomenon under study:

e Quantitative data indicate what employees say (hierarchies, frequencies, distributions);



e Focus groups reveal how employees interpret their own responses and why the results
take the form observed;

e In-depth interviews reveal what actually happens in the professional lives of senior
professionals—with narrative details that allow for the further exploration, confirmation,
or rejection of certain assumptions or interpretations from earlier phases.

e When the three sources converge, the conclusion is robust. When there is a divergence—
for example, between a high quantitative score and intense criticism in a focus group—
the divergence itself becomes a source of insight: it indicates an area of social desirability
or systematic bias that warrants investigation.

1.4. The Six Thematic Dimensions

All three stages of the research focused on six thematic dimensions:
1. Self-assessment of knowledge, skills, and competencies;
2. Criteria for choosing a job (a proxy for the value system);
3. Preferences regarding the organizational environment and leadership style;
4. Perceptions of artificial intelligence and digital technology/the digitization process (explicitly
introduced in the qualitative phases);

b

Career mobility and overall satisfaction;
6. Systemic characteristics—challenges, bottlenecks, latent resources.

1.5. Limitations of the Research

The research has a number of acknowledged methodological limitations. The quantitative sample,
although large, is self-selected (respondents chose to complete the questionnaire), which introduces
a potential participation bias.

The data are subjective and capture perceptions rather than actual administrative performance. Social
desirability is present, particularly in areas related to self-assessment of competencies and leadership
preferences. These limitations are partially offset by the mixed-methods design—focus groups and
interviews—as the qualitative component allowed for the identification of areas with high desirability
bias and the adjustment of interpretations.

Furthermore, comparison with data from a parallel study conducted in the private sector allows for
the calibration of response positioning.

Another limitation is the cross-sectional nature of the research. There is not yet a time series that
would allow for an analysis of how perceptions have evolved over time. The recommendation is that
this type of research be repeated periodically (every 2—3 years) in order to document long-term
dynamics.






Analysis of Quantitative Data

Methodology — Quantitative Research

Online opinion survey conducted between September and October 2024.

Study population: employees of public institutions in central and local government
Respondents: N=1,481 respondents

Calculation of Scores

The following were calculated during the data analysis:

Average score = the mean value of the responses (arithmetic mean)

Value-based scores or respondents’ positioning on a value scale—scores at the two ends of the
scale expressed as percentages — We used a scale from 1 to 10 for all questions, where 1 represents
the lowest/most negative value and 10 the highest/most positive value — the percentages indicate
the ends of the scale — 1-4 for unfavorable opinions, 7-10 for favorable opinions.
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2. Demographic and Institutional Profile of Respondents

Before proceeding to the thematic analysis, it is necessary to present the profile of the workforce
surveyed. The demographic and institutional profile largely explains how the results should be
interpreted and where differences from the private sector arise.

2.1. Age Distribution: A Maturing Public Sector

e The data indicate an aging public sector. 60% of respondents are over 46 years old, with the
46-55 age group being the largest (40%);

e 33% of respondents fall into the 31-45 age group;

e Between these two extremes, the balance tilts in favor of older workers—20% are over 55,
compared to just 8% (at the other end of the spectrum) who are between 18 and 30;

e This distribution contrasts sharply with the private sector, where 81% of employees are
between the ages of 25 and 45, compared to just 40% in the public sector.

Age Group Public sector (%)

18-30 years 8%
31-45 years 33%
46-55 years 40%
Over 55 20

This aging trend has several consequences: (a) the public sector has a considerable wealth of
experience, but it is vulnerable over the next 10—15 years, when a significant portion of its employees
will retire; (b) the pace of adoption of new technologies and modern work methods is, statistically
speaking, slower than in a younger sector; (c) the prevailing expectations are those of a generation
that entered the system when the implicit contract between the state and civil servants took a
different form (job security in exchange for a modest salary, a long career within a single institution)—
today, that relationship has changed significantly.

2.2. Educational Level: A Concentration of Advanced Degrees

The educational background of respondents in the public sector shows a strong concentration on
advanced higher education: 52% hold a master’s degree, 33% hold a bachelor’s degree, 11% hold a
doctoral degree, and only 2% have a high school diploma as their highest level of education. In
comparison, the private sector has a more balanced distribution—53% hold a master’s degree, 43% a
bachelor’s degree, 4% have a high school diploma, and 1.5% hold a doctoral degree.

The major differences lie in doctoral degrees (11% in the public sector vs. 1.5% in the private sector)
and bachelor’s degrees as the highest level of education (33% vs. 43%). This academic concentration is
the result of both the formal requirements for certain positions and a cultural orientation in the public
sector toward formal degrees and certifications as a sign (symbol) of competence. At the same time,
the fact that over 60% of respondents hold advanced degrees should translate into a high capacity for
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analysis, synthesis, and critical thinking—an expectation that, as we will see, is confirmed by the
guantitative data but significantly nuanced by the qualitative data.

2.3. Institutional Distribution

Two-thirds of respondents (65%) come from local public administration: 25% from municipal
governments, 25% from commune governments, 3% from town governments, 10% from decentralized
public services, with the remainder representing county councils and prefectures. Central government
(ministries, autonomous and subordinate central authorities) accounts for 23% of respondents, while
10% did not specify the type of institution.

Type of institution No. of respondents

City Hall 370 24.98%
City Hall 41 2.77%
Decentralized public service/Decentralized local authority 146 9.86%
Government/Ministry 150 10.13%
Autonomous Central Authority 22 1.49%
County Council 18 1.22%
Prefecture 53 3.58%
. . 135 11.14%
Central authority under a Ministry or the Government
Town hall 371 25.05%
No response 145 9.72%
Total 1,481 100%

This distribution allows for differentiated analyses by type of institution and captures the specific
characteristics of the rural (commune town halls), urban (municipal town halls), county (councils and
prefectures), and central (ministries, agencies) levels. The differences in institutional profiles are
significant and consistently emerge in the qualitative data: the challenges facing rural administration
(staff shortages, uncompetitive salaries, excessive workload) are fundamentally different from those
of central administration (structural instability, a stressful environment, strong political interference),
while county administration (especially general secretaries) occupies a unique position at the
intersection of administrative professionalism and political decision-making.

2.4. Tenure — High Stability, Low Infusion of Young People

e 55% of respondents have been with their current employer for 16 years or more, and 24% have
been there for over 25 years. The 0—2-year tenure category accounts for only 4.4%. In the
private sector, the distribution is significantly more dynamic: 6% have been with their
employer for less than 2 years, 24% for 6-10 years, and 21% for 11-15 years.

This distribution paints a picture of a sector with strong long-term staff retention—an advantage in
terms of continuity and institutional memory, but a vulnerability in terms of the infusion of young talent
and the capacity for modernization. Qualitative data also point to an element of “captivity” —some

12



employees remain in the system not out of satisfaction, but due to a perceived lack of alternatives or
barriers to identifying alternatives, combined with a certain level of “protection” in relation to
performance

2.5. Salaries — more uniform distribution, lower median than in the private
sector

o 21.3% of public sector employees have monthly incomes between 2,500 and 4,500 RON;
e 43% have incomes between 4,500 and 7,000 RON;
e 35.6% earn over 7,000 RON.

In the private sector, the distribution is similar for the middle income bracket (32% between 4,500 and
7,000 RON), but 40% earn over 7,000 RON, and only 13.3% have incomes below 4,500 RON.

The conclusion is that the public sector offers a more uniform salary distribution, but with a lower
median, while the private sector is more competitive for high-income positions.

This reality explains some of the tensions observed in the qualitative data: salary is an important
factor—especially in rural areas and for entry-level positions—but it is not the dominant criterion for
choosing a job in the public sector, suggesting the presence of strong intrinsic motivations. At the same
time, the relatively low salary level limits the sector’s ability to attract talented young people,
particularly in professional fields where the private sector offers substantially better compensation
packages.

2.6. Summary of the Profile

The aggregate profile of the public sector employee surveyed is as follows: a person over 46 years of
age, with advanced higher education (predominantly a master’'s degree), employed in local
government, with significant seniority (over 15 years), and with monthly income between 4,500 and
7,000 RON. This profile is mature, stable, formally educated, but aging. The research findings should
be interpreted with this demographic reality in mind, which explains both certain dominant values
(stability, continuity, social impact) and certain vulnerabilities of the system (resistance to change,
generational gap, limited ability to attract young people).

13



3. Skills and Professional Training: Self-Perception vs. Reality

The first dimension focuses on respondents’ perceptions regarding their personal level of training,

knowledge, skills, and competencies in several relevant areas

Public sector Private-sector employees
employees

Knowledge, skills, competencies

Ability
analyze
synthesize

Critical

thinking

Digital skills

Foreign
languages

Financial
literacy

to Average score: 8.91
and @ 95%

consider
themselves to have a
high/very high level of
training
1.05% consider their
level of preparation to
be low/very low
Average score: 8.46
90.85%
themselves to have a

consider

high/very high level of
training
3.07% consider
themselves to have a
low/very low level of
preparation

Average score: 8.39
91.53%
themselves to have a

consider

high/very high level of
proficiency
1.67%

themselves to have a

consider

low/very low level of
proficiency

Average score: 7.13
67%
themselves to have a

consider

high/very high level of
proficiency

11.67% consider their
proficiency to be low or
very low

Average score: 7.26

Average score: 8.71
87% consider themselves to have a
high/very high level of preparation

0.39% consider themselves to have
a low/very low level of preparation

Average score: 8.48
81.75%
have a high/very high level of

consider themselves to

preparation

0.77% their
preparation to be low/very low

consider level of

Average score: 8.25

80% consider themselves to have a
high/very high level of proficiency
level of

0.39% consider their

preparation to be low/very low

Average score: 8.1
72.5% consider themselves to have
a high/very high level of proficiency

1.93% their
preparation to be low/very low

consider level of

Average score: 7.30

Score: 8.25

72.5% consider themselves
to have a high capacity for
analysis and synthesis

Score: 7.97
66% rate
positively -

themselves

Score: 7.66
60% rate their digital skills
positively

Score: 7.40

51% believe they have a
sufficient command of a
foreign language

Score: 6.10
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71.52% consider their | 67% consider themselves to have a | 25% consider themselves
level of preparation to = high/very high level of financial to have adequate financial
literacy

12.5% consider
themselves to have a

low/very low level of
low/very low level of | training to be low/very low financial literacy

be high/very high literacy

9% believe they have a | 2.83% consider their level of

financial literacy

The quantitative results regarding self-perceived competencies are remarkably positive. On a scale of
1 to 10, the average scores for public sector employees are: analytical and synthesis skills 8.91 (95%
rate themselves as high); critical thinking 8.46 (90.85%); digital skills 8.39 (91.53%); financial literacy
7.26 (71.52%); foreign languages 7.13 (67%). The overall average across all dimensions is 8.03—
practically identical to that of the private sector (8.17).

The overall assessment is optimistic and overly positive—particularly among public sector employees,
these scores do not translate into systemic indicators of administrative performance (low
administrative capacity, high system-wide operating costs, deficiencies in the public policy process, and
the governance process)—there is a disconnect between the qualifications of the workforce within the
administrative system and the system’s outcomes.

These scores would suggest a very well-trained public sector workforce, comparable to that in the
private sector. However, qualitative data—focus groups and interviews—cast doubt on this picture,
identifying a phenomenon we might call “systemic overestimation.”

Students consistently score lower than employees in both sectors across all five competencies. This
can be partly explained by a lack of professional experience, but the magnitude of the difference varies
significantly.

Students score lowest on digital competencies (7.66), and only 60% rate themselves positively—a
surprising finding for a generation considered “digital natives” and one that may indicate that students
confuse the consumer-oriented use of technology (social media, entertainment) with professional
digital competence (work tools, security, productivity).

Financial literacy: another surprise—the largest deficit across all categories, but especially among
students—the gap compared to employees is the widest of all competencies and raises serious
questions about what the educational system is providing in this regard.

3.1. Systemic Overestimation: A Consistent Finding

All four focus groups and all four interviews agree that self-assessment is systematically overestimated.
This overestimation has several sources
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Social desirability and systematic bias

Respondents, consciously or unconsciously, provide answers they perceive as desirable. Interview—
the respondent from the central administration explains:

“I’'m also a lawyer by training, and here’s the thing. | interpret the law in a way that means doing
nothing, or | interpret the law in a way that means finding a solution. That’s critical thinking.” In other
words, the definition of the concepts is itself variable, and civil servants may interpret “critical
thinking” in ways that contrast with the standard meaning of the term.

There are also differing perspectives—another interviewee believes that the scores reflect reality,
emphasizing that analysis, synthesis, and critical thinking are essential components of verifying the
legality of administrative acts. Frequent legislative changes require employees to be self-taught and
constantly adaptable.

“Without the ability to analyze, synthesize, and think critically—naturally combined with solid
knowledge of legal and administrative matters—it is impossible to carry out this work.”
— Prefecture Interview

Distinction Between Management and Execution

Another interpretation identified in several discussions is the distinction based on the position held—
these skills and competencies are concentrated at the management level

“Civil servants overestimate themselves; these skills are specific to leadership roles. The people in
these positions may possess these skills, and they account for only 8% of the total. The rest, in
operational roles, overestimate themselves; certainly, the proportion of those who actually possess
skills and competencies in this area is lower.”

— Focus group with municipal city halls

This observation is linked to the performance evaluation mechanism: in many institutions,
approximately 90% of ratings are “very good,” which renders the formal evaluation a tool with no
diagnostic value. Through this mechanism, the system constructs a formal image of competence.

Confusion Between Formal Qualifications and Functional Competence

A frequently cited issue is the confusion between holding a diploma and the actual ability to apply
one’s skills. At the local government level, one participant noted:

“There is confusion between digital competencies and computer use—there is a major difference
between an ICDL diploma and the ability to use a computer.”

At the central level, a respondent from the central administration identified the same pattern:

“We don’t know how to work in Canva; we don’t know how to use collaborative tools like Miro or Padlet
[...] When it comes to checking email and filling out an Excel spreadsheet, sure, everyone can manage
that. Beyond that, though, rarely.”
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Actual proficiency is at a basic level —using Word and Excel—while modern, collaborative, or advanced
productivity tools are poorly understood. Job position and nature represent the “necessary” level—
people adapt minimally

“Everyone knows how to use a computer to the extent required by their job.”

— Interview for a county-level management position

3.2. Foreign Languages: The Most Obvious Weakness

The only area where quantitative self-assessment is noticeably lower is foreign languages: an average
score of 7.13 in the public sector versus 8.1 in the private sector. 11.67% of public sector employees
rate themselves as poorly prepared in foreign languages, compared to just 1.93% in the private
sector—a gap that, paradoxically, points to a reality of which respondents are nonetheless aware.

At the central level, the respondent documents the extent of the problem:

“The teams working on cases have at most two people per institution who are truly proficient in
English,” and the ANFP does not include foreign language courses in mandatory training, despite
repeated requests.

At the local level, the situation is similar—foreign languages are known only where legally required.

“Knowledge of foreign languages is dictated by operational necessity: relations with consulates and
work involving European funds.” — Interview with the Prefecture

This weakness has direct consequences for the administration’s ability to participate in international
processes—OECD accession, dialogue with EU institutions, management of European funds, and
exchanges of best practices with foreign administrations. It is an area where the Romanian public
sector faces a structural problem, one acknowledged even by the respondents.

3.3. Financial Literacy and Cross-Cutting Areas

Financial literacy (average score 7.26) is similar in the public and private sectors—an area in which 9%
of public sector employees rate themselves as poorly prepared, a significantly higher percentage than
in the private sector (2.83%). While in the private sector the impact is primarily in the area of managing
personal finances, in the public sector this perception can also negatively influence professional
activities — we can consider this self-assessment as a proxy for the ability of employees in public
institutions to understand the complex mechanisms of public finance—the prudent management of
resources, the ability to conduct efficiency assessments, to structure grant-funded projects, and to
avoid financial risks (this is, after all, an assumption that can be verified using objective indicators).

3.4. Redefining “Critical Thinking” in Public Administration

A particularly revealing observation emerges from an interview with a city mayor: in the practice of
public administration, critical thinking is redefined as “the ability to identify reasons why something
cannot be done,” transforming a tool for constructive analysis into a mechanism for institutional
obstruction:
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“Well, by critical thinking, they mean the ability to explain why something cannot be done
under the current legal framework. Criticizing any proposals.”

— Interview with the mayor

This reframing has profound implications. It simultaneously explains (a) why employees rate
themselves so highly on critical thinking—in the sense described, they are experts at identifying
opportunities to use legal loopholes, an important element in understanding the broader behavior of
avoiding responsibility - and (b) why the administrative system struggles to innovate and propose
solutions—civil servants are not trained to transform critical thinking into a constructive tool. The “it
can’t be done” culture is, in this interpretation, the practical expression of a skill that civil servants
have mastered—the ability to justify inaction—and which the system has encouraged.

The explanation lies in a culture of “fear,” generated by the arbitrary use of authority (especially from
the top), which leads to a natural adaptation among those in lower-level positions— “legal protection”
is the first priority whenever a mistake requires a “scapegoat.”

3.5. The Recruitment System as a Structural Driver of the Discrepancy

The fundamental source of the gap between self-assessment and reality is, according to the converging
views of respondents in focus groups and interviews, the recruitment and selection system (process,
legal provisions). It is described as “fundamentally disconnected from the real needs of institutions”:

e Recruitment is uniform regardless of the specifics of the position;

e Testing focuses almost exclusively on memorizing legislation;

e There are no methods for assessing actual competence—critical thinking, legal logic, and the
ability to apply analysis and synthesis;

e Recruitment has historically been influenced by lobbying and connections, not by meritocracy.

A telling example cited by the secretaries-general (of county councils) is the competitive exam for the
position of secretary: the ANFP imposed 95 legislative topics, and the registered candidates withdrew
their applications. The message conveyed is a structural absurdity of the system: extensive
memorization of laws guarantees neither applied knowledge of them, nor an understanding of the
role, nor the ability to perform it responsibly; yet, regardless of the position, the main component of
the evaluation focuses on “memorizing and reproducing legislation.”

“The recruitment process does not allow you, as an employer, to anticipate in any way how a person
will fit into the position you’ve advertised. As for matching the person to the job, we in Romania have
not yet managed to find a recruitment method that provides the employer with that assurance.”

“The ANFP imposed a set of topics—95 in total [...]—and even if that secretary had known them, been
able to answer the questions, and passed the test, that in no way guarantees to the mayor or the local
council that the person in question understands what needs to be done.”

— Focus group of county-level secretaries
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3.6. The professional training system: “a joke,” “an aberration”

Like recruitment, the professional training system is described as dysfunctional, in various ways, at all
administrative levels:

e The ANFP course list has not undergone any substantial reform since 2010, according to the
interview with the representative from the central administration;

e The ANFP trains a limited number of civil servants annually (on average, less than 5% of the
workforce—140.00 civil servants);

e There has been some progress regarding the number of civil servants trained—the main
incentive being financial—according to ANFP activity reports for the period March 2024—May
2026 — The ANFP carried out two major training programs: 30,021 on Advanced Digital Skills and
2,540 on Leadership and Talent Management in the Context of New Technologies and Digital
Transformation (a change from previous years’ reports, which did not mention the total number
of civil servants who participated in training courses) — Furthermore, there is no data whatsoever
regarding the actual impact of these initiatives beyond the formal figures (to what extent these
courses are actually useful, and to what extent participants perceive a real positive change). In
this context, viewed from a broader perspective, there is a possibility that this initiative is
primarily driven by the formal need to “secure and utilize” funding and to “check off” certain
stated objectives;

e The courses are perceived as tools for discretionary rewards, distributed based on personal
connections rather than actual development needs;

e Real professional development is undertaken at the motivated employee’s own expense;

e Foreign languages, which are essential for certain positions, are not a training priority.

“Professional training courses are an absurdity—you’re asked to memorize a list of legal
references that’s constantly changing anyway. [...] They were offered as rewards—at the
beach or in the mountains, people were out having a drink but still got a certificate.”

— Focus group: central administration + local administration

Professional development is distorted by the use of courses as tools for discretionary rewards rather
than for professionalization. This mechanism has a twofold negative effect: the level of
professionalization remains unchanged, and internal cohesion is undermined by the perception of
unfairness.

“I had spoken with an HR director from another city hall [...] and they realized they were
simply throwing money away and damaging relationships within the departments [...] They
were viewed strictly as rewards.”

— Interview with a city mayor

When used correctly, training courses motivate and enhance performance: the example of
implementing Kaizen in urban planning revealed a genuine desire for performance and constructive
competition among civil servants.
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“We conducted some training sessions and had a project on implementing Kaizen in urban planning,
and the trainer came to us (at the institution). What we observed there was a genuine desire to excel —
just like in school. Some wanted to show that they were better prepared and more active than others,
that they knew what they were doing. And the course focused on developing a model that they were
designing themselves. In other words, they were redesigning their processes to optimize them,
eliminate unnecessary steps, and ultimately commit to a specific number of days within which they
would issue the urban planning certificate.”
— Interview with the city mayor

Itis also evident that when these courses address real needs, not only do motivation and determination
emerge, but the “it can’t be done” attitude also disappears (the safe environment, quality, and real
usefulness of the courses fundamentally change participants’ behavior).

Dysfunctions in public service management result not only in poor performance but also in a lack of
appeal for the public sector, especially among young people. Other factors that directly contribute to
this lack of appeal, according to the interviews:
e Alack of entry-level positions (competitive exams);
e Low salaries for entry-level positions;
e The inability to advance quickly due to a rigid legal framework—promotion takes a long time
(compared to the private sector);
e High level of responsibility relative to low pay, with no opportunities for short-term growth;
e Tasks (in some cases) that are repetitive and tedious, failing to sustain interest or provide
intellectual challenges;
e The (rigid) organizational culture in the public sector.

3.7. Preliminary Conclusions on Competencies

The picture that emerges from correlating the scores from the quantitative study with the qualitative
data is one of a professional paradox. Public sector employees have, statistically, high levels of formal
education (over 60% with postgraduate degrees) and rate themselves positively across all dimensions
tested.

At the same time, the qualitative data reveal a systemic overestimation, a concentration of actual
competencies among a minority (particularly in leadership positions), a problematic reinterpretation
of key concepts (critical thinking reduced to the ability to use the legal framework as a mechanism to
say “it can’t be done” or to the ability to follow and apply a legal procedure), and a deeply dysfunctional
recruitment-evaluation-training system that produces a cascade of negative effects—on performance,
motivation, and attractiveness.

This situation should not be interpreted as an individual failure on the part of employees, but rather
as a structural consequence of the way the system has been built and maintained over time. Reform
or the enhancement of competencies in the public sector—and, by extension, the system’s
performance—cannot be separated from the simultaneous reform of recruitment, evaluation, and
training (public service management)—all three of which are, in essence, a single disjointed system—
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a reflection of the low priority that policymakers place on employees’ professional development,
combined with flawed public service management.
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4. Job Selection Criteria: Stability, Meaning, Flexibility

The criteria by which employees select their jobs are a strong, albeit indirect, indicator of their
professional value system. Responses to questions regarding the importance of various criteria provide
insight into what employees consider fundamental and what they view as secondary or less important.

This section integrates quantitative rankings with qualitative nuances, identifying three broad levels of
interpretation: (1) what is universally valued (across sectors); (2) what is specific to the public sector;
(3) what is absent or undervalued, and why.

4.1. Quantitative Hierarchy

Public sector — criterion Private sector — criterion
(average score) (average score)

Type of work performed (8.67) | Job security (9.00) Work-life balance (9.28)

2 Job security (8.47) Type of work performed (8.81) | Opportunities for development,
advancement, and career
growth (9.24)

3 Op|:.>or.tunity to serve citizens / Not tested Not tested
social impact (8.26)
4 Work-life balance (8.21) Work-life balance (8.58) Type of work performed (9.1)
5 Opportunities for advancement | Opportunities for advancement | Job security (9.08)
and development (7.76) and development (8.56)
6 Organizational values (7.34) Salary (8.44) Salary (8.64)
7 Salary (7.35) Additional benefits (7.93) Additional benefits (8.33)
8 Additional benefits (5.22) Work from home (7.82) Organizational values (8.27)
9 Cutting-edge technology (5.15) | Organizational values (7.74) Ability to work remotely/work
from home (7.59)
10 Work from home (4.25) Cutting-edge technology (6.94) | Cutting-edge technology (7.24)

4.2. Universal Employee Needs: Type of Work, Safety, Work-Life Balance

Three criteria rank in the top four positions in both sectors and can be interpreted as universal aspects
of the relationship with work during the 2024-2025 period:

e The nature of the work performed—what the employee does, whether the work is appealing to
the individual, and whether there is a connection to the meaning of the work (intrinsic
motivation);

e Job security — interpreted as a response to the need for stability in an external environment
characterized by economic, (geo)political, and fiscal uncertainty;

o  Work-life balance — a clear distinction between the professional and personal spheres, as a
balancing response to the risk of work encroaching on private life;

e Opportunities for learning, professional development, and advancement—although last in the
hierarchy of factors valued by both sectors, the learning and development component
complements the other three factors—indicates a long-term vision, the concept of a career, and
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especially the idea of continuous learning and development—an element that shows the existing
workforce values intrinsic motivation (note that this element is the second most important for
students—correlated with systemic shortcomings in this area, it may be a major barrier to
attracting young talent);

e These four criteria indicate the existence of a set of basic expectations shared by the entire working
population, regardless of sector. In the public sector, the emphasis on these universal values is
characteristic of a mature workforce that plans for a long-term career, with a focus on
development and stability, and in which there is a clear balance between professional and personal
life.

4.3. Characteristics of the Public Sector: Social Impact and Values

The specific characteristics of public sector employees are expressed through three criteria that clearly
distinguish them from their private sector counterparts:

e The opportunity to serve citizens / social impact (8.26) — ranked third in the public sector; this
criterion was not tested separately in the private sector;

e The values of the organization and the public sector (7.34 vs. 7.74 in the private sector) —
similar in score, but with an emphasis on ethical and social values rather than efficiency and
profitability; of interest, beyond the score, is the ranking—6th in the public sector and 9th in the
private sector.

This emphasis on social impact is consistent with the academic literature on motivation in the public
sector (Public Service Motivation Theory) and is strongly confirmed by the qualitative data. The
secretaries-general provide the most concrete and emotional examples—the restoration of an
abandoned urban heritage site, the modernization of a county hospital, and the development of social
assistance centers:

“It gives me great satisfaction that, through my involvement and that of my colleagues, we were able
to contribute to the restoration of a site that was on the verge of collapse and had been abandoned for
decades.”

— Focus group of general secretaries

This satisfaction derived from tangible impact is one of the few motivational factors less susceptible to
systemic erosion.

4.4. The Erosion of the Myth of Stability

Quantitative data show job security ranking second in the public sector. Qualitative data, however,
paint a completely different picture: stability is perceived as a myth by a significant portion of
employees, particularly at the central and municipal levels.

“Since 2010, there has been no stability in the civil service—we are living through a constant
crisis; stability is merely formal.”

— Focus group with municipal city halls
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“Job security—it doesn’t exist; a simple reclassification can mean you lose your job [...] in
reality, if there’s a desire to reduce the number of civil servants, it can be done LEGALLY very
easily.”

— Focus group: central administration

At the central level, instability is fueled by recurring structural reorganizations, the subordination of
the administrative apparatus to political decision-making, and uncertainty regarding the continuity of
structures. The respondent from the central administration documents the concrete experience of the
protracted government transition in 2025:

“You don’t know if we’ll still be around, if what we’re doing will have a long-term impact [...] 10% of
the positions in the organization could disappear next week by political decision.”

Political pressure, politicization, hostility toward the public sector, instability.

At the level of rural administration, instability takes on another form: the local electoral cycle. A change
in political leadership automatically generates discontent among employees associated with the
former administration and, in many cases, explicit or implicit pressure on them. The formal stability of
public service is, in this context, surrounded by profound functional instability.

Paradoxically, it is precisely the erosion of job security that makes this criterion so important:
employees cling to a fragile stability precisely because they have learned how precious it is. Secretaries-
general articulate this dynamic explicitly:

“People want to join the public administration because they want stability. They want a salary that
they know full well they don’t necessarily have to work for. Don’t get me wrong, but that’s pretty much
it. It’s job security.”

— Focus group with general secretaries

4.5. Low-value elements: benefits, technology, work from home

Three criteria are valued significantly less in the public sector than in the private sector:

e Additional benefits: 5.22 vs. 7.93 — 42% of public sector employees consider this criterion to be
of low or very low importance;

e Cutting-edge technology: 5.15 vs. 6.94 — 41.8% consider it to be of low importance;

e Work from home / remote: 4.25 vs. 7.82 — 55% consider this to be of low importance.

These low ratings do not necessarily reflect a principled rejection, but rather, more likely, an
adaptation to reality—these elements are inaccessible or nonexistent. Additional benefits packages
are underdeveloped in the public sector (or nonexistent), remote work is in reality nearly impossible
for legal, cultural, and technological reasons (in the interview with the central government
representative, the main obstacle cited was “data security”), and advanced technologies are perceived
as far removed from everyday reality.

However, qualitative data offer an important nuance: for the younger generation, work-life balance,
flexibility, and digital skills are top priorities. The generational difference will be analyzed in a later
section. This suggests that the current undervaluation of flexibility and technology is partly
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generational and partly structural—as the sector ages and fails to attract young people, the distortion
becomes self-perpetuating.

4.6. Characteristics at the Institutional Level

Rural Areas

In rural municipalities, wages account for a much larger share of the budget than in urban areas.
Uncompetitive salaries lead to a constant outflow of qualified staff to municipalities or decentralized
services—here, salary is a much stronger “hygiene factor” because it outweighs other shortcomings
(isolation, poorer working conditions, work that is inherently more complex or difficult, lack of
resources, and limited institutional capacity).

Rural administrations are becoming a “training ground” where investments are made in training, only
for the trained employees to leave afterward. One distinctive feature is the attractiveness of contract
positions compared to civil service positions, as the contract allows for a second job—a real financial
necessity.

“In rural areas, we don’t have the same appeal as in urban areas when it comes to attracting
people to employment.”

“Migration of local government employees from rural municipalities to cities/municipalities
or decentralized institutions—primarily for higher salaries.”

Focus group with commune mayors

Municipal environment

Qualitative data confirm that the type of work and job security are the primary criteria, but add a
significant finding: over 60% of respondents had previously worked in the private sector. This influx
from the private sector brings new sets of values and expectations—a strong emphasis on work-life
balance, intolerance for stressful or “toxic” work environments, and less acceptance of bureaucratic
rigidity. Sacrificing salary for work-life balance is described as a real phenomenon.

“I gave up my salary for work-life balance; there’s an influx of people moving from the private to the
public sector.”

— Focus group with municipal mayors

Central Government

At the central level, the hierarchy is distorted by structural instability. Job security is perceived as a
myth, opportunities for advancement are virtually nonexistent, and work-life balance becomes a
coping mechanism. Benefits are rated as extremely low and cannot be used as a motivational factor.
A respondent from the central administration summarizes:

“Additional benefits are considered extremely low in the public sector and cannot be used as a
motivational factor.” Interview with a central government official

Instability is a defining characteristic, fueled by constant reorganizations of ministries and agencies.
Opportunities for advancement are perceived as virtually nonexistent.
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“Job security—it doesn’t exist; a simple renaming can mean you lose your job [...] in reality,
if there’s a desire to reduce the number of civil servants, it can be done LEGALLY very easily.”

— Central administration focus group

The central administration faces a paradox: it has a culturally rigid environment—described as “an
elephant that moves very slowly”—and at the same time is structurally extremely unstable. Work-life
balance becomes a coping mechanism, and working from home is desired but unavailable, with data
security cited as the main obstacle.

“It would be helpful to have at least one day [of working from home].”

— Central administration focus group

County level (secretaries-general)

General secretaries introduce a new criterion absent from the quantitative assessment: professional
autonomy. For them, autonomy is not a matter of personal preference but an essential functional
condition for exercising the role of legal oversight over the actions of public authorities. Without
autonomy, the general secretary becomes vulnerable to political pressure and loses the ability to fulfill
their responsibilities.

“Professional autonomy, in my opinion, would be a very important criterion, especially for secretaries-
general [...] in order to be able to exercise this legal oversight effectively [...] you need professional
autonomy. If you don’t have that, then you’re just like any other public official; you’re subject to direct
or indirect pressure.”

— Focus group with general secretaries

Professional status is also mentioned as a motivating factor: in recent years, civil servants have gained
a respected status as the administration has evolved and become involved in community, cultural, and
sports projects. The working relationship with the authority’s political leadership is identified as a
distinct factor, with direct implications for efficiency, fairness, and motivation in the workplace.

4.7. Conclusions: The Implicit Contract Has Changed

The implicit contract between the state and public employees—security and stability in exchange for
modest pay and institutional loyalty—is undergoing a profound transformation. Stability is perceived
as fragile, particularly at the central level. Salaries have risen moderately (especially following Law
153/2017), but remain uncompetitive in many areas. Benefits are underdeveloped. Flexibility (working
from home, flexible schedules) is impossible—both legally and culturally.

In place of the old contract, a new set of expectations is taking shape, especially among the generation
entering the system from the private sector or as young workers: a genuine work-life balance, a sense
of purpose in work (social impact), professional management, functional autonomy, and the
opportunity to see concrete results. This reformulated contract is, for now, an aspirational one—the
data indicate a significant gap between what employees want and what they receive. There is an
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increasingly pronounced disconnect between the aspirations and dynamics of the workforce and the
structural elements of the system—rigid culture, politicization, instability, and the personalization of
power.
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5. Organizational Culture, Leadership, and Work

Environment

5.1. The Ideal Organizational Environment — Stated Preferences

Organizational Environment

The organization should emphasize
continuous learning and professional
development (learning, development)

The organization should prioritize employee
well-being and mental health

The organization should carry out activities
that are valued by the community or have a
significant social impact (social impact—
specifically in the public sector)

The organization emphasizes sustainability
and minimal environmental impact
(sustainability)

| want my work environment to be diverse,
including gender-neutral (inclusion, diversity)

Public sector — average
score

Average score 9.24
95% consider this criterion

important or very
important

Average score 8.96

93% consider this criterion
important or very
important

Average score 8.80

91.3% consider this
criterion important or very
important

Average score 8.41

86% consider this criterion
important or very
important

Average score 7.34

72% of respondents
consider this criterion
important or very
important

15% consider this criterion
to be of low or very low
importance

Private sector — average
score

Average score 9.18
91% consider this criterion

important or very
important

Average score 9.25

89.7% consider this
criterion important or very
important

Not tested

Average score 7.78

64.6% consider this
criterion important or very
important

Average score: 6.77
55.78% of respondents
consider this criterion

important or very
important

17% consider this criterion
to be of low or very low
importance

Score: 9.16

90%  consider  this
criterion important or
very important

Score: 9.27

90% consider  this
criterion important or

very important

Not tested
Score: 7.67
63%  consider  this
criterion important or
very important
Score: 7.92
68% of respondents

consider this criterion
important or  very
important

The quantitative data provide a clear hierarchy of public sector employees’ preferences regarding the

ideal organizational environment:

e Continuous learning and professional development (average score 9.24, 95% consider it

important);

e Prioritizing well-being and mental health (8.96, 93%);
e  Work with a high social impact (8.80, 91.3%);

e Sustainability and minimal environmental impact (8.41, 86%);
e Diversity and inclusion (7.34, 72%).

e Another extremely important element—all three categories strongly value the quality of

organizational life—described primarily by an environment that emphasizes learning and

professional development (for both categories of employees and students) - suggesting an
element that transcends the public-private divide and points to a fundamentally human need in
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relation to work, an indication of the strength of intrinsic motivation (when corroborated by the
high scores for the type of work performed);

e Employees also desire an environment that prioritizes employee well-being—in stark contrast to
the current environment—the high score across both categories of respondents may be an
indirect indicator of the psychological pressure employees perceive in the workplace—a
stressful, challenging environment will be counterbalanced by emphasizing elements that would
reduce this pressure (and would bring the situation into balance);

e Also noteworthy is the low importance assigned to the sustainability, diversity, and inclusion
component (in line with the previous interpretation, employees in both sectors perceive this as
an area that is already satisfactory—the low score and position at the bottom of the ranking can
thus be interpreted as meaning “we are currently doing relatively well in this area compared to

the others”).

The picture that emerges is that of a workforce that desires a work environment focused on personal

growth, attentive to well-being, connected to a social mission, and one in which attention is paid to

sustainability. A comparison with the private sector shows that these preferences are largely similar,

with minor differences: the public sector places slightly more value on sustainability, social impact, and

diversity.

5.2. Leadership Preferences

Regarding leadership, the stated preferences are:

. Public sector — average Private sector — average
Leadership Style
score score

The team leader supports you and is
approachable when you face challenges
(people-oriented leadership)

The team leader fosters a collaborative and
inclusive work environment
(participatory/collaborative leadership)

The team leader consistently emphasizes the
pursuit of the public interest in everything we
do (leadership that embodies public sector
values)

The team leader delegates tasks and
empowers team members to make decisions
(delegative leadership/autonomy)

The team leader makes decisions and
provides clear direction and guidance
regarding tasks and objectives (directive
leadership)

Average score 8.92
90.7% consider this

criterion important or very
important

Average score 8.81

89.3% consider this
criterion important or very
important

Average score 8.79

89% consider this criterion
important or very
important

Average score 8.74
90.3% consider this

criterion important or very
important

Average score 8.64

88.2% consider this
criterion important or very
important

Average score 9.28
92.8% consider this

criterion important or very
important

Average score: 9.18
89.7% consider this
criterion important or very
important

Not tested

Average score 9.18
87.6% consider this

criterion important or very
important

Average score 8.67

82% consider this criterion
important or very
important

Score: 9.36

95% consider this
criterion important or
very important

Score: 9.23

93% consider this
criterion important or
very important

Not tested

Score: 8.95

88% consider this
criterion important or
very important

Score 9.20

90% consider this
criterion important or
very important
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All five styles receive high scores, indicating an integrated expectation—employees want leaders who
combine multiple dimensions. However, the relative ranking places people-orientation and
collaboration in first place, and directiveness in last place. At the declarative level, the public sector
clearly states that it prefers collaborative, people-oriented, values-based leadership that delegates
responsibility—and which, only as a complement, provides clear direction.

o Adifference is observed between employees and students—students value directive leadership
(second in order of preference but last among both categories of employees)—expecting the
leader to provide both support and guidance, as well as direction, at the outset.

5.3. The Gap Between Preferences and Reality

The qualitative data reveal a profound gap between what employees want and what they receive. This
gap is described in the most direct terms:

“There’s a major difference between what we value and what we get, what we have.”

— Focus group with municipal city halls

“As for leadership, it DOESN’T EXIST in the administration; we don’t even have management,
let alone leadership.”

— Central government focus group

”, u

At the central government level, the work environment is described as “extremely toxic”; “we work
under constant pressure” in a culture of aggressive communication, where a raised voice is the norm.
The attributed cause is a combination of heavy workloads, insufficient resources, structural instability,
and political interference.

In rural areas, the work environment is characterized by poor physical conditions—austere,
unattractive spaces—but also by a greater sensitivity in interpersonal relationships. In a context of
limited resources, the quality of relationships and communication becomes disproportionately
important for the sustainability of the organizational climate.

5.4. Critical Reinterpretation: What Do Employees Really Want?

The interview with a mayor offers a major critical reframing, with profound implications for the
interpretation of stated preferences. In his view, the stated preference for participatory leadership
actually masks a search for protection, not participation:

“The biggest problems I’'ve had—and the most common complaints—are these: ‘Sir, we need
clear, written guidelines. You don’t need to pat me on the head; you don’t need to give me
the authority to make decisions myself’ [...] People shy away from situations where they have
to make decisions themselves.”

— Interview with a city mayor

The explanation offered is structural: the unpredictability of consequences (audits by the Court of
Auditors, criminal complaints, conflicting legislative interpretations, etc.), the lack of a uniform
interpretation of the law at the national level, and a culture of fear regarding the consequences lead
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to a search for the “safety net” provided by the political leader. The leader is not valued for managerial
competence, but for the ability to protect the employee

“The mayor is always the power. He represents power. If you add to that power an aura
like, ‘Look at him—nothing ever happens to him’[...] Automatically, that’s the mayor who
asserts himself and whom no one dares to defy.”

— Interview with a city mayor

This type of behavior indicates a personalization of power (which is counterintuitive given the
legal culture). In this context, a strong leader is one who can use the legal framework to protect
their own employees, who in exchange for this protection offer loyalty. Thus, we have a situation
where real power stems from the ability of the person in the position to use the legal framework
in the desired “direction”—as evidenced by the employee’s loyalty and compliance toward the
leader as a person, rather than toward the authority of the position.

This dynamic is confirmed by the respondent from the central administration, who identifies the need
among the 40+ generation to be “looked after” by their leader. This rephrasing has important
implications: it demonstrates that reforming leadership style cannot be separated from reforming the
system in which it operates. As long as the consequences of decisions are unpredictable, fear generates
a real demand for authoritarian-protective leadership, even if a participatory style is officially
preferred.

“Older people (let’s say 45+), from what I've observed in the institution since I’'ve been here, are
looking for a directive leader, because they don’t take on any responsibility—they don’t want to do
anything—unless there’s a leader to cover for them, to take the fall if something goes wrong, to
protect them... Younger people want to get involved; they want to be heard; they have opinions; and
they appreciate it when their opinions are taken into account.”
Interview with the central
administration

5.5. The Middle Manager as a Buffer

A nuanced observation from the focus group with municipal governments is the distinction between
the institution’s political leader (mayor) and the direct hierarchical leader (department head, executive
director). Middle managers take on an essential role as a cultural and emotional “buffer.” Even in a
system led by an authoritarian political leader, an empathetic direct supervisor can create a positive
microclimate within their own team.

“If you’re under political pressure all day [...] you become charged with negative energy, and
your ability to work, your desire to work, and so on are affected. So your motivation drops.”

— Focus group of general secretaries

This dynamic is also a source of significant variability in employees’ experiences: two people working
at the same institution may have very different experiences, depending on their direct supervisor. At
the institutional policy level, this observation suggests that developing leadership capacity at the
middle management levels can have a major impact on the work environment, even when there are
problems at the top.
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5.6. Positive Models: What Works

The qualitative data also identify concrete positive examples worth noting:

e Simple changes to the physical space can have a major impact on the atmosphere;

e Effective vertical communication: short team meetings at the start of the week, informal events
that build cohesion (birthday celebrations), and informal activities that build community;

e The Prefecture—an example of functional collaborative leadership, with direct interaction,
informal weekly meetings, and an explicit focus on mental health;

e A partnership with the local university for internship programs, with three out of six students
hired on permanent contracts.

“As long as you’re closely connected with your employees, hold regular meetings, try to
identify their challenges and problems, and try to help them [...] everyone benefits, including
the employee who feels supported.”

— Interview with a county prefect

These examples demonstrate that positive leadership is possible in the Romanian public sector. They
also highlight the importance of local initiative and organizational culture in institutional
transformation, beyond the need for structural reforms.

5.7. The Culture of Passivity and “Learned Helplessness”

Organizational culture is characterized in several focus groups by passivity and low engagement,
interpreted as a form of “learned helplessness”—a rational adaptation to a rigid and politicized
environment. In an organization where initiative is not rewarded and the risks associated with stepping
outside the box are high, the safest behavior becomes silence and conformity.

“Significantly reduced active participation—silence, lack of interest or engagement—these
are characteristic of the current culture.”
— Focus group with municipal mayors
In rural communities, this culture is exacerbated by the concentration of decision-making in the hands
of just 2—3 people:
“Most people don’t make decisions; they go to the 2—-3 people who are capable of making
decisions.”
— Focus group with commune mayors
Instability is a systemic risk and causes frustration. It is exacerbated by the perception of continuous

change—restructuring—as a direct reflection of political shifts. The administration is exploited for
political purposes through reorganizations, mergers, and dissolutions.

“The public system is in a state of perpetual change [...] the administration is an
area of intervention depending on the desired outcome—the administrative
structure is there to support the government’s political configuration.”

— Central administration focus group

The relationship between policymakers and civil servants is of the “master-servant” type—the goal is
a functional partnership
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“They must also understand that when the legislative framework does not help you
and does not allow you to do the things that those decision-makers would like [...]
it simply isn’t possible, and you have to change your development priorities.”

— Focus group with county-level secretaries

5.8. Conclusions: A Leadership Crisis with Systemic Roots

The overall picture is one of a structural gap between aspirations and reality regarding the leadership
component, with direct effects on the organizational environment:

o The gap between preferences and reality: employees want collaborative, humane, and
professional leadership; they frequently encounter authoritarian, absent, or toxic leadership;

o The systemic root cause: the leadership crisis is fueled by political interference in institutional
management (constant change), the unpredictability of consequences, and a culture of fear;

e Employee ambivalence: although they express a preference for participatory leadership, many
employees (especially those aged 40 and older) actually seek the protection offered by a
directive-protective leader as an adaptive response to uncertainty;

o There is an acute need for professional leadership and public management—both are treated
superficially, and the professionalization of public leadership roles is a systemic problem.

Public sector leadership reform cannot be separated from the depoliticization of management, the
professionalization of leadership roles, the predictability of professional consequences, and the
strengthening of functional autonomy (particularly for roles responsible for ensuring legality, such as
secretaries-general). Beyond these, developing leadership and public management capacity at the
intermediate levels could yield rapid, significant, and sustainable gains. There is a high demand for this
among employees in the system.

This lack of professionalism manifests itself in a paradoxical situation—the system is simultaneously
paralyzed by rigid procedures and destabilized by unpredictable political shocks. Political interference
is identified as the root cause, with the administrative structure frequently altered to serve political
agendas. Employees are caught between internal bureaucratic inertia and external political whims,
which discourages any attempt at genuine reform.

The tense work environment, caused by the gap between the heavy workload and limited
administrative capacity—combined with inadequate procedures and political instability—creates a
difficult work climate that affects both the performance and well-being of civil servants.
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6. Mobility, Job Satisfaction, and Retention

6.1. Mobility: relatively low, structurally constrained

The quantitative data indicate a similar willingness to relocate among public and private sector
employees (32% vs. 30%) and a higher intention to change jobs in the next 12 months in the public
sector (27% vs. 20% in the private sector). 32% of public-sector employees who would change jobs say
they would move to the private sector. 60% of respondents have previously worked in the private
sector—a particularly important fact for understanding the value dynamics of the public-sector
workforce

The high tenure of the workforce (55% have been at their current job for 16+ years) and the relatively
high intention to change jobs (27%) may seem contradictory. Qualitative data provide the explanation:
many employees are thinking about leaving, but cannot. Mobility is blocked by concrete structural
barriers:

e Approval from the employee’s current institution —at the central level, a civil servant cannot
transfer to another institution without management approval, which in practice is often denied;

e The lack of a structured career path—in executive positions, the highest rank is reached in about
7 years; after that, without a leadership role, the career stagnates;

e Concentration of frozen positions—recruitment of new hires is rare, with internal transfers
being the primary channel for mobility;

e Skills gap—long-tenured public sector employees possess specific skills that are not easily
transferable to the private sector (particularly in public accounting, public procurement, and
administrative law).

The career path for executive-level civil servants is considered too short: the highest rank of senior
advisor is reached in about seven years, after which, around the age of 30, careers stagnate unless a
leadership position is attained. Participants welcome the initiative by the Ministry of Development and
the ANFP to create additional ranks (advisor 3, 2, and 1), which would provide motivation and
opportunities for professional growth for experienced professionals.

“In practice, you reach the peak of your professional career in seven years [...] if
you start working at 23 or 24, by the time you're around 30, unless you want to
mouve into a leadership role, your options are pretty limited.”

— County secretaries focus group

There is a noticeable trend of mobility from the private sector to the public sector, a flow that brings
new sets of values and expectations. At the same time, there is a lack of mobility and a tendency
toward stagnation within the administration, in contrast to the perceived dynamism of the private
sector.

“Here, you'll find people hired as archivists right after finishing school [...] and
you'll still find them in the same position at 62 or 65 years old.”

— Local government focus group—municipalities
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“A civil servant can only leave if the institution they’re leaving agrees, which doesn’t happen.”

— Central government focus group

This structural barrier creates what the focus group called “institutional servitude” —trapping valuable
but dissatisfied employees in structures from which they cannot leave.

“We may have people who stay, but they remain frustrated employees because they can’t
leave.”

— Focus group on town halls

6.2. Private-to-Public Migration

60% of public-sector respondents had previously worked in the private sector. This influx from the
private sector is described in the qualitative data as bringing both best practices and the stress specific
to the private sector. The typology introduced by the respondent from the municipal government
identifies a distinct category: people drawn to the vision of change and social impact, for whom the
opportunity to serve citizens was more important than the salary:

“I found people who would not have chosen a career in public administration, but who came
on the premise that we must be part of this change and be drivers of change. However, most
of them left when we lost the mayor’s office.”

— Interview with a city mayor

This dynamic illustrates the fragility of motivation tied to a specific political leader. When the vision
changes (elections, dismissal, reorganization), employees drawn to that vision leave. The system
struggles to retain, within its standard frameworks, professionals motivated by impact—because the
impact itself depends on the continuity of a political project.

6.3. Job Satisfaction: Polarized

Quantitative data indicate a high level of satisfaction: an average score of 7.62, with 80% of employees
reporting a high or very high level of satisfaction. The difference compared to the private sector
(66.5%) is significant in favor of the public sector, which may seem surprising given the generally critical
context of the qualitative research.

Two factors qualify this picture:

e Polarization — 7.6% of public sector employees are deeply dissatisfied, compared to 1.93% in
the private sector. This polarization indicates an internal divide in values, with a vocal minority
that is deeply disconnected from the institution;

e Localized satisfaction — qualitative data show that satisfaction is deeply dependent on the
quality of direct management and the ability to see concrete results; there is no single “civil
servant experience.”
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This polarization has strategic implications: the 7.6% who are deeply dissatisfied represent a potential
source of “disruptors”—“disengaged employees”—who can have a significant negative impact on
institut . According to the qualitative source, this category includes employees who are “vocal,
reactive, but unwilling to change,” who “deliver the least but cannot be disciplined,” and who “are
complacent.”

“They’re dissatisfied—in the sense that the salary is low; generally, that’s the main reason—the
salary, maybe uncertainty—they’re the kind of people who can’t find their place anywhere, but they
wouldn’t do anything to get out of this situation either. It’s a category | keep coming across. They just
ended up there (in the institution)—that’s it. They’re not satisfied, but they don’t do anything to
change that situation either—these are the ones who contribute the least.”

Interview with central administration

6.4. Sources of Satisfaction: Social Impact, Autonomy, Local Culture

The qualitative data identify three main sources of high job satisfaction:

e Tangible social impact—employees who see concrete results of their work (European projects,
modernization, restoration, community development) report deep satisfaction;

e Professional autonomy — particularly for positions involving legal oversight, autonomy is a
prerequisite for satisfaction;

e Local culture — even under generally difficult conditions, a positive local culture (an empathetic
direct supervisor, informal meetings, attention to well-being) can lead to high levels of
satisfaction.

These sources share an important aspect: they are, to a large extent, controllable at the local level,

regardless of the broader state of the system. This is one of the study’s positive findings: there are

latent motivational resources that can be activated through institutional-level interventions, without
waiting for structural reform.

The level of satisfaction in public administration is strongly influenced by local factors, such as the
quality of direct leadership and the degree of political stability. In institutions with collaborative
leadership and a long-tenured workforce, satisfaction is high, and the intention to leave is low. In
contrast, in environments marked by political uncertainty, satisfaction drops dramatically.

6.5. Sources of Dissatisfaction: Leadership, Recognition, Public Image

The primary sources of dissatisfaction identified are:

e Relationship with superiors (poor leadership, toxic environment, political pressures passed down
the chain of command);

e Compensation—particularly in rural areas and for entry-level or junior positions;

e Poor infrastructure—particularly workspaces;

e Insufficient recognition of merit;

e The negative public image of civil servants, which many respondents feel personally;

e Prolonged political uncertainty—especially at the central level.

“Civil servants are perceived as ‘parasites of the system.””

— Focus group with municipal mayors
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The negative public image is a burden specific to the public sector, which does not exist in this form in
the private sector. It can erode motivation even among employees who strongly identify with their
mission, generating a sense of “professional shame” in both their professional and private lives. This
phenomenon has major long-term costs—the sector’s lack of appeal, the redirection of high-
performing young people toward other fields, systemic demotivation, and widespread apathy.

6.7. The “golden cage” effect

The combination of long tenure (55% have been at their current job for over 16 years, 24% for over 25
years), a high stated preference for job security, and polarized satisfaction (80% satisfied, but 7.6%
deeply dissatisfied—four times as many as in the private sector) corresponds to a well-documented
pattern in the literature: the “golden cage effect” (Van der Schaaf, 2009).

The mechanism is as follows: employees remain in a position that offers strong extrinsic benefits—job
security, a guaranteed pension, a predictable career path—even when they experience dissatisfaction
with other aspects (organizational culture, leadership, recognition, infrastructure). The overwhelming
incentive of job security prevents employees from leaving, even in the presence of a suboptimal culture.
In this sense, the extremely high retention rate in the Romanian public sector cannot automatically be
interpreted as an indicator of a healthy organizational culture—it may equally be an expression of an
institutionalized dependence on security, in which the perceived alternatives are not attractive enough
or cannot be pursued due to a “ceiling” on skills and abilities (which cannot be easily transferred to the
private or nonprofit sectors).

6.8. The Public Sector as a “Second-Act Destination”

60% of public-sector respondents had previously worked in the private sector. This one-way influx
changes the perception of the public sector as a career destination: in Romania, it is not the first choice
for talented young people, but rather a “second-act” destination—attracting mid-career professionals
who, after a dynamic (and sometimes exhausting) experience in the private sector, are seeking
different conditions.

The typical profile of “those migrating to the public sector” is as follows: a person aged 35-50, with
accumulated professional experience and increased family responsibilities, who is reprioritizing—job
security, a predictable work-life balance, and the opportunity to do meaningful work with social impact
become more important than a rapid upward career trajectory. This migration is a strategically
untapped resource: it brings skills and practices from the private sector (operational rigor, customer
focus, comfort with technology) that can enrich the public sector if they are valued and integrated.

6.9. Conclusions: Fragile Satisfaction, Dependent on Local Factors

The overall picture of satisfaction and mobility in the Romanian public sector is one of paradoxical
fragility. On the one hand, there are reported high levels of satisfaction and a relatively low intention
to change jobs. On the other hand, there is localized satisfaction (dependent on direct management,
institutional culture, and concrete impact), significant polarization (7.6% deeply dissatisfied),
bureaucratic barriers that hinder mobility, overly short career paths, and heightened vulnerability to
political and structural uncertainties.
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This dynamic is sustainable only as long as (a) those who are satisfied remain satisfied, (b) those who
are dissatisfied can leave, and (c) the influx from the private sector continues. All three of these
conditions are, however, vulnerable: prolonged political uncertainty erodes satisfaction; barriers to
mobility are partially surmountable (digitalization, transparency); and the sector’s appeal to young
people remains low. In the absence of deliberate intervention, the system risks losing, over the next
decade, its ability to attract and retain the necessary human capital.
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7. Technology, Digitalization, and Artificial Intelligence

7.1. Advanced Technology: A Devaluation with Multiple Roots

Quantitative data show a systematic devaluation of advanced technology as a criterion for an attractive
job: an average score of 5.15 in the public sector compared to 6.94 in the private sector. 41.8% of
public sector employees consider working with cutting-edge technology to be of low or very low
importance. This situation indicates a reluctance to integrate technology into daily work routines.

The sources of this devaluation are multiple and interconnected:

e Cultural resistance to change—the public sector has a well-documented institutional inertia,
sustained by a mature workforce and rigid processes;

e Lack of exposure to modern technologies—institutions’ limited capacity to acquire and integrate
new technologies means that employees do not interact with them;

e Perception of technology as a threat — particularly for long-tenured employees, automation
and new technologies are perceived as risks to their own jobs;

e Adaptation to reality — employees do not value what is not available in their professional
environment.

7.2. Digital Skills: A Distorted Self-Assessment

In terms of digital skills, the average score is 8.39 (public sector) vs. 8.25 (private sector)—practically
identical. 91.53% of public sector employees rate themselves at a high or very high level. At first glance,
these figures suggest that the public sector is just as digitized as the private sector in terms of human
skills.

The qualitative data corrects this picture with great clarity. At all administrative levels, the 91% score
is described as exaggerated:

“These are basic skills, not advanced ones—it doesn’t mean they can use Word or Excel.”

— Focus group of town halls

“We don’t know how to work in Canva; we don’t know how to use collaborative tools like
Miro or Padlet [...] When it comes to checking email and filling out an Excel spreadsheet, sure,
everyone can manage that. Beyond that, though, rarely.”

— Interview with central government officials

The critical distinction made by qualitative respondents is between basic digital skills (Word, Excel,
email) and advanced ones (collaborative tools, data analysis, automation, Al). The public sector
performs reasonably well with the former; with the latter, the gap is significant.

“There is confusion between digital skills and computer use—there’s a major difference
between an ICDL certificate and the ability to use a computer—hiring assessments are
based on diplomas or certificates—usually from high school—and training in digital skills is
very limited — if there is no practical exam during the hiring process, a diploma from 20
years ago has no value whatsoever today.” — municipal focus group
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There is also a phenomenon of “hidden digital illiteracy”: employees possess rudimentary knowledge
but lack the ability to apply it in complex ways. This is not a matter of labels or diplomas (many have
ICDL certifications), but of practical applicability.

7.3. Artificial Intelligence: The Great Absence

One of the most striking findings of the qualitative research is the total absence of discussions about
artificial intelligence in all four focus groups. At no meeting, in none of the six thematic dimensions,
did Al come up as a topic spontaneously. This is a significant silence that warrants in-depth analysis.

Interpretations of this absence vary across different levels:

e Inrural areas—the core challenges (staff shortages, salaries, excessive workloads) are so
pressing that Al seems like something from another world, disconnected from everyday reality;

e At the municipal level —concerns center on managing inertia, political pressures, and
bureaucracy, not on the technological horizon;

e At the central level—survival in a stressful environment, with constant pressure and structural
instability, absorbs all attention; Al remains a peripheral topic, despite the fact that strategic
visions should be taking shape at this level,

e At the county level (chief administrative officers)—the issues of professional autonomy and
political pressures dominate; Al is absent even where, by the nature of the role (legal analysis,
streamlining decision-making processes), it could bring substantial benefits.

7.4. The Covert Use of Al

The interviews shed light on this absence with a paradoxical observation: although Al is not discussed
at the institutional level, it is already being used individually and covertly. A respondent from the
central administration documents the specific situation:

“There was no reaction after | presented this report [OECD ‘Governing with Al’], no interest
shown. | presented it, and that was it. Instead, people are using Al on their own [...] No one
speaks up, and they don’t have the courage to say they’ve used a tool.”

— Interview with central government

This dynamic illustrates a profound disconnect between individual practice and institutional vision.
Motivated and innovative employees are already using Al tools to make their work easier, but they do
so on their own, without openly acknowledging their use, in the absence of an institutional framework
that recognizes, regulates, and integrates these practices. The system remains formally “non-Al-
digitized,” while the operational reality is already partially Al-assisted.

Such a dynamic carries major risks: the clandestine use of Al means there are no data protection
policies, no quality checks on the output, no ethical frameworks, and no training programs. Al
infiltrates administrative decisions without the institution’s awareness, exposing the system to
reputational and legal risks.
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7.5. Legal Skepticism Toward Al

The interview with the prefect offers a different perspective—a skepticism grounded in legal
accountability. As an institution responsible for verifying the legality of administrative acts, the
prefecture cannot delegate this responsibility to an Al tool:

“I cannot feed a County Council decision into an Al system and have it tell me whether it’s
legal or not. We work within the law [..] if someone makes a mistake, who takes
responsibility? The responsibility here is enormous.”

— Interview with a county prefect

This objection is legitimate and consistent with the principles of good governance: decisions with legal
implications cannot be delegated to a machine. However, it also reflects a “zero-risk” mentality that
can hinder even responsible uses of Al—such as preliminary analysis, identifying precedents, and
synthesizing relevant legislation. The distinction between using Al as an assistant (support, not
decision-making) and Al as a decision-maker (replacing humans) is a nuance that does not come across
clearly in the discussion.

The stated approach is strictly top-down: the institution declares itself open to adopting Al if rules and
roadmaps are established at the government level. Reforms are adopted only if the initiative comes
from the center—an attitude specific to decentralized institutions, but one that also reflects a broader
culture of institutional caution.

7.6. Digitalization: Structural Barriers and Cultural Resistance

The interview with the city mayor identifies one of the strongest structural barriers to digitization: the
link to corruption. Digitization leads to transparency and the depersonalization of power—it reduces
the discretionary authority of those who benefit from the system’s opacity, which generates
resistance.

“The main barriers to digitization are those related to corruption and circumventing the law.
Because, look at how complicated it’s become for everyone to rig bids since ICAP and SEAP
were introduced. On the other hand, with things that obviously should have improved their
work and made it easier, | didn’t understand why they were resisting. For example, the use of
a (digital) system for urban planning permits. Once everything is entered into a system, it’s
much easier to see the order in which applications were submitted and why the order in which
they’re processed is different. Or why keeping a file in a folder creates transparency, but that
reduces the influence of one’s position, and then you automatically face resistance... in the
absence of these (digital, transparent) systems, power can be distributed arbitrarily, and
that’s what makes them very reluctant to adopt such an automated system. Or it has made
them very reluctant...”

— Interview with a city mayor

This perspective highlights an important issue: the barriers to digitization are not only technological or
financial, but also political and cultural. In this sense, the reform of administrative digitization is also a
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reform of transparency and the fight against corruption—and this explains, in part, why it is
progressing so slowly.

The phenomenon is systemic, with particularly strong resistance in areas where there is a powerful
financial interest in maintaining a traditional, less transparent system.

The process of digitizing public administration in Romania over the past 10 years (2016—-2026) has been
marked by a shift from fragmented and isolated projects to massive, concentrated funding through
structured European programs. Although the funds made available amounted to billions of euros, the
results have been mixed: clear progress has been made in citizen-facing services (payments, criminal
records), but the basic infrastructure and the interconnection of institutions (interoperability) suffer

from chronic delays.

Under the PNRR—Component 7, “Digital Transformation” (Government Cloud, digitization of the
National Agency for Fiscal Administration [ANAF], the healthcare system, the pension system, and the
labor system)—approximately 1.8 billion euros have been allocated, and through PoCIDIF (the Smart
Growth and Digitization Program) —for the 2021-2027 period—811 mil. euro have been allocated.
However, audit reports by the Romanian Court of Auditors and the European Commission’s country

reports (the DESI ranking—Digital Economy and Society Index) reveal serious structural problems:

e Last place in the EU for digital public services: Romania has consistently ranked last or second-
to-last in the EU on the DESI index? . Although we have excellent internet infrastructure, full
end-to-end digital interaction between citizens and the state remains limited;

e Massive Failures/Delays at ANAF: An audit report by the Court of Auditors? (2025) highlighted
that ANAF failed to approve essential digitization strategies in a timely manner and
experienced major delays in implementing large-scale data management systems (such as the
SFERA or APIC/BIG DATA systems). This led to the failure to meet some of the initial targets in
the National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR) related to increasing the share of tax
revenue collected relative to GDP. Furthermore, the transfer of tax digitization projects worth
60 million euros to Rasirom (an agency of the SRI) under the umbrella of “national security”

drew criticism regarding the lack of transparency in how the funds were spent;

2 DESI—the Digital Economy and Society Index—is an annual composite index created by the European
Commission to measure the digital competitiveness of EU member states. Between 2014 and 2022, it tracked
national progress and assessed performance across the entire continent. In 2023, Romania ranked last among
EU countries - https://digital-skills-jobs.europa.eu/en/learning-space/resources/digital-economy-and-society-
index-desi

3 https://www.curteadeconturi.ro/rapoarte-audit/rapoarte-conformitate/raport-audit-de-conformitate-nr-
23659-26-03-2025-agentia-nationala-de-administrare-fiscala
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e Lack of interoperability (“Digitization of the ‘railway file’”): Over the past 10 years, public
institutions have purchased their own IT systems that do not communicate with one another.
As a result, the Romanian government continues to require citizens to submit documents (in
PDF or scanned format) that anoth e government agency already possesses. The Government
Cloud project, designed to resolve this issue, has faced significant legislative and technical
delays;

e Limited digital skills among civil servants: The Court of Auditors noted that the procurement
of hardware and software was not accompanied by effective training for local government

staff, leaving much of the equipment underutilized.

7.7. Institutional Interdependencies

The interview with the prefect raises another structural issue regarding digitization: the
interdependence between institutions with vastly different levels of digitization. Although the
prefecture invests in digitization through national programs of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, it
depends on Administrative-Territorial Units (ATUs) that are poorly digitized.

“Unfortunately, at the prefect’s office, generally speaking, we still work with folders and
maps. There’s another factor—we interact with the 81 local administrative units at the county
level. And that’s where a problem arises. Even at the county level, there are many local
administrative units that aren’t very digitized yet; there are rural town halls where they still
work exclusively with paper files—it’s pointless for us to digitize on our own if the partners
we interact with can’t use these tools.”

— Interview with a county prefect

This observation encapsulates a broader issue: the digitization of the public sector is effective only if it
is carried out in a coordinated manner across the entire institutional ecosystem. Islands of advanced
digitization in an ocean of analog processes yield limited gains, as the interface with institutional
partners remains traditional.

7.8. Positive Examples: Digitization as a Lever for Transformation

There are, however, positive examples as well. The county council mentioned in the interview
benefited from European ICDL-type projects that addressed the initial digital skills gap, and the current
use of IT management systems is described as having become the norm. The recent legislative change
regarding additional activities permitted for civil servants is viewed as a positive factor.

At the municipal level, the respondent (the mayor) describes a concrete positive example: the
implementation of the Kaizen methodology in urban planning revealed a genuine desire for
performance and constructive competition among civil servants when the motivation and recognition
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system is properly calibrated. This example suggests that resistance to digitization is not monolithic: in
well-managed environments, employees can show enthusiasm for improving their own practices.

7.9. Conclusions: A Worrying Strategic Gap

The overall picture regarding technology, digitalization, and Al in the Romanian public sector is one of
a profound strategic gap. The sector:

e |t assesses its own digital skills optimistically but has limited actual capacity beyond the basic
level;

e Underestimates cutting-edge technologies as a criterion for an attractive workplace;

e Does not discuss Al at the institutional level, but uses it individually and clandestinely;

e Faces real barriers to digitization related to transparency, corruption, and institutional
interdependencies;

e Remains dependent on top-down initiatives and external funding (European projects).

This gap has medium- and long-term consequences. At a time when public administrations around the
world are actively exploring Al's potential to streamline public services, the Romanian public sector
remains focused on solving basic problems and resists even the adoption of basic digital systems. The
risk is not only the loss of a national competitive advantage but also the widening of the gap between
citizens (who interact daily with Al technologies) and institutions (which remain analog). This is one of
the areas where reform must be decisively accelerated over the next 3-5 years.

7.10. The Competence Trap and the Technological Paradox—An Integrated
Interpretation

The paradox observed in our data—very high digital self-assessment (91.5% consider themselves at a
high level) coexisting with a strong devaluation of cutting-edge technologies (5.15 vs. 6.94 in private)
— fits into what the literature calls the “competency trap” (Rafferty et al., 2013).

The mechanism is as follows: the workforce is competent in using existing, often legacy, digital systems
(Word, Excel, institution-specific applications), but is simultaneously resistant to adopting new,
disruptive technologies that would challenge established routines. This resistance is not irrationality
or incompetence, but a rational response to the sector’s value proposition—security. Technologies
such as Al are, by their very nature, destabilizing forces; they automate processes, redefine roles, and
are perceived as sources of insecurity (Frey & Osborne, 2017; Meier et al., 2012). For a workforce that
has self-selected for security, embracing a technology perceived as a threat is counterintuitive.

The strategic implication for the digital reform of the Romanian public sector is profound: the barrier
is not primarily technical or related to skills, but rather cultural and value-based. Strategies for Al
adoption and advanced digitization must reframe these technologies—from “replacements for civil
servants” to “tools that enhance the capabilities of public sector professionals.” Communication must
explicitly demonstrate that Al can free employees from repetitive tasks (downloading documents,
procedural checks, data sorting), allowing them to focus on the truly human aspects of their work:
contextual interpretation, legal judgment, interactions with citizens, and solving complex problems.

Without this reframing, any digitization strategy will run into the same barrier: employees will not
willingly adopt tools they perceive as an existential threat to their job security.
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8. Cross-Cutting Systemic Challenges

Beyond the thematic findings, the integrated data identify a series of challenges that cut across all
dimensions of the research and represent the root causes of the current state of affairs. These can be
summarized into six major cross-cutting issues.

8.1. Political Interference and Organized Chaos

The fundamental challenge, identified consistently by all four focus groups and all four interviews, is
excessive political influence over institutional management. This influence takes various formes,
depending on the level:

e At the central level—frequent structural reorganizations, mergers, closures, and renaming of
institutions; the entire administrative architecture is described as being “in a state of perpetual
structural change as a direct reflection of political changes”;

e At the municipal level—political pressure on civil servants to implement the mayor’s campaign
promises or to avoid opposition to certain executive decisions;

e At the rural level—the politicization of interpersonal relationships following election cycles, with
employees associated with the “former administration” relegated to marginalized positions;

e At the county level — a threat to the professional autonomy of general secretaries, through
direct or indirect pressure that undermines their ability to exercise legal oversight.

“The public system is in a state of perpetual change [...] the administration is an area of
intervention depending on the objective—the administrative structure is here to support the
government’s political configuration.”

— Central administration focus group

This dynamic creates what the central administration focus group called “organized chaos”: the system
is simultaneously paralyzed by rigid procedures and destabilized by unpredictable political shocks.
Employees are caught between internal bureaucratic inertia and external political whims, which
discourages any attempt at genuine reform.

8.2. A Fundamentally Inadequate HR System

All components of the human resources management system in the public sector—recruitment,
evaluation, training, and promotion—are perceived as fundamentally inadequate at all levels
investigated:

e Recruitment—uniform, focused on rote memorization, disconnected from the specifics of the
position, and historically influenced by lobbying;

¢ Performance evaluation — overly formalistic, inflated (90% “very good” ratings), with no
diagnostic value;

e Professional training — outdated (the ANFP list has not been substantially reformed since 2010),
a negligible proportion of civil servants receive training (less than 1% annually), courses used as
discretionary rewards;

e Promotion — time-limited (career progression is exhausted in ~7 years at the executive level),
treating senior professionals the same as entry-level employees.
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This inadequacy is not an isolated technical problem, but a deep-seated systemic issue. Without a
functional HR system, all other reforms—whether regarding compensation, digitization, or changes to
the organizational structure—have limited effects, because the system fails to identify, develop, and
promote the necessary human capacity.

8.3. A Culture of Fear and Risk Aversion

A major cross-cutting issue is the culture of fear, fueled by the unpredictability of professional
consequences. Civil servants operate in an environment where:

e There is a real risk of being sanctioned even if their actions were in the public interest—the Court
of Auditors can identify irregularities years after decisions have been made, and the
interpretation of the law is not uniform nationwide;

e Criminal complaints pose a real threat;

e Political changes and the personalization of power can retroactively turn correct decisions into
“errors.”

The rational response to this unpredictability is to avoid taking initiative, seek protection, and conform
to “the way things are usually done.” The culture of “it can’t be done” —in which the law is used as a
barrier rather than a tool—is the behavioral expression of this culture of fear.

“Bureaucracy in the Weberian sense, with the fair application of the law and predictability, is
exactly what is missing in the Romanian administration.”

— Summary of interview with mayor

This observation is profoundly important: the paradox of Romanian public administration is that it
suffers not from an excess of bureaucracy, but from the absence of authentic Weberian bureaucracy.
There is formalism and rigid procedures, but there is no predictability, no uniform application of rules,
and no legal protection for those who do their jobs. Instead of a rational bureaucracy, there is a culture
of discretion masked by proceduralism.

8.4. The Generational Gap

Qualitative data—particularly the interview with the representative of the central administration—
identify a profound generational gap with major strategic implications.

m The 40+ Generation Under-40 Generation

Value orientation Satisfaction through impact, high Work-life balance, autonomy,
dedication, identification with the assertiveness
institution
Attitude toward work Willingness to work overtime and on | Refusal to work overtime, clear
schedule weekends, without clear boundaries | boundaries, email turned off after
hours

Leadership expectations | Directive-protective leadership (“to Participative leadership, horizontal
have my back”) communication, genuine
involvement in decision-making
Specific skills Institutional experience, Digital skills, foreign languages,
interpersonal skills innovative thinking
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Potential mobility Structurally constrained Volatile; will be the first to leave if
(institutional servitude) conditions do not adapt

The paradox identified is profound: young people who possess the skills necessary for modernizing
public administration (digital, linguistic, and innovative) are the very ones who do not accept the
traditional culture of the public sector and who will be the first to leave if conditions do not adapt—
or, as is already evident, are not attracted to a job in the public sector from the outset.

“Unfortunately, these young people are the ones with ideas, who have a better grasp of
digital skills, and who know foreign languages. They will be the first to leave.”

— Interview with a central government official

If the public sector fails to attract and retain young people by reshaping what it offers (flexibility,
autonomy, meaningful work), there is a risk of a downward spiral: the older generation retires, the
younger generation does not enter, institutional capacity declines, and the sector’s appeal plummets.
This downward spiral is already evident in the data on rural administration.

8.5. The Rural-Urban-Central Divide

The research identifies significant polarization among administrative levels. Each level faces specific
and distinct challenges, and one-size-fits-all reforms risk remaining ineffective.

Administrative Level Dominant Challenges m

Rural administration Uncompetitive salaries, staff exodus, excessive Functional insolvency of
workload, poor infrastructure, low attractiveness | human resources

Municipal administration = Organizational passivity, local political pressures, | Stagnation and

tensions with citizens, negative public image disconnection from the
community
Central government Toxic environment, structural instability, political | Loss of human capital,
interference, tense work environment crisis of strategic
capacity
County administration Threats to professional autonomy, indirect Politicization of the legal
political pressure, generational gap oversight function

This diversity calls for differentiated reforms. For rural areas, the urgent need is to rebuild
attractiveness and core capacity. For municipalities, the focus is on transforming organizational culture
and the relationship with citizens. For the central government, the priority is depoliticization and
structural stabilization. For county-level government, the goal is to strengthen professional autonomy.

8.6. Public Image as a Burden

The negative public image of civil servants is a cross-cutting burden, felt personally by many
respondents. “Civil servants are perceived as parasites of the system” —this widespread perception
erodes motivation, especially among employees who strongly identify with their mission.

This is a real problem: public image reflects both actual systemic issues and oversimplified narratives.
From this perspective, public sector reform also includes a communication component—publicly
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recognizing professionalism where it exists, highlighting success stories, and making the actual work
more transparent. This component is usually overlooked in discussions about administrative reform.

8.7. “The Generational Gap”

The combination of demographic data (60% over 46 years old, only 8% under 30) with long tenure
(55% with over 16 years of service) creates a “generational cliff” — a latent event of potential mass
retirement that threatens not only operational capacity but also the transfer of accumulated
institutional knowledge, professional standards, and the very culture of public service.

With only 20% of Romanian students expressing interest in a career in the public sector (CSLDI, 2024),
Romania faces a potential “continuity/sustainability crisis” in public service—the lack of a generation
drawn to the public sector, willing to embrace its specific values, and motivated by the mission to
serve, jeopardizes the normative continuity of the system.

This problem is exacerbated by the fact that younger generations express PSM (Public Sector
Motivation) differently (Acheampong, 2021): they maintain a prosocial orientation and seek meaning,
but expect flexibility, digital-first environments, a faster career path, and employee-oriented
management with a high degree of (co)participation. The Romanian public sector currently has little
to offer in these areas. The gap between the younger generation’s expectations and what the sector
has to offer is a strategic issue concerning the system’s long-term sustainability.

There are solutions available to policymakers to address this dynamic: structured intergenerational
mentoring programs (to transfer knowledge before senior employees retire), strong partnerships with
universities, fast-track programs for talented young people, visible digital modernization (to normalize
an attractive work environment for digital-native generations), and greater flexibility in “work
arrangements.”

8.8. A systemic view of how public administration functions

The central observation regarding how the public system functions is that employees and institutions
operate according to a logic of personalized authority, not legal-rational authority.

The aggregated data describe a hybrid system in which the legal-rational form—structures, procedures,
regulations—coexists with a substance of traditional-personalized domination: the leader who
“governs beyond the law” is not perceived as deviant, but as the most powerful—a form of neo-
patrimonialism— —Eisenstadt (1973), Médard (1982), Bratton, van de Walle (1994)—a system in
which modern forms of the state (constitution, bureaucracy, elections) are complemented by
patrimonial practices (personal loyalty, discretionary distribution of resources, authority concentrated

at the top).
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This type of politicized bureaucracy, in which administrative professionalism is subordinated to political
cycles and the influence of political leaders, is well documented in the scholarly literature on Central

and Eastern Europe—Verheijen (2006), Meyer-Sahling, Jager (2012).

The Culture of Fear

The cultural component of this system, beyond its visible manifestations, is an essential element and
indicates the depth of this mode of operation, which must be understood as an adaptation and
functioning mechanism that people have developed to cope with the environment in which they

operate.

The Power Distance Index (PDI) places Romania in the category of countries with a very high power
distance (score of 90/100—Sweden, for example, has a score of 32/100), which culturally explains both
the acceptance of discretionary authority and compliance with leaders who demonstrate power by
going beyond the formal framework. It also scores equally high on the Uncertainty Avoidance Index
(90/100). This combination produces exactly the pattern observed: the expectation that decisions will
come “from above,” submission to personalized authority, and, simultaneously, a proliferation of
regulations intended to reduce uncertainty—without these regulations replacing personal authority.
“The ‘that can’t be done because...” behavior” is in fact a defensive reaction, or “defensive bureaucratic

behavior” (Crozier, 1964)—taking refuge in rules as a shield against personal responsibility.
The Asymmetrical Power Relationship

In a system where authority is personalized (and centralized), its exercise is perceived as arbitrary;
loyalty to the law transforms into loyalty to the person holding the position of power (and who has
demonstrated the ability to personalize it)—this represents a “natural” mechanism of protection
against arbitrariness - from the perspective of principal-agent theory (Jensen and Meckling, 1976), the
situation described can be interpreted as follows: the agent (the public official) operates under
conditions of high uncertainty regarding the consequences of his or her actions; in the absence of a
predictable and impartial framework of consequences, the rational solution is to align with the nearest
and most powerful principal (the institution’s political leader), not with abstract rules. This deviation
from the formal contract is a solution for institutional survival, not a value-based choice in the
pejorative sense. We observe a form of administrative clientelism in which the (power) relationship
between the principal (the political leader) and the agent (the public servant/employee) is
asymmetrical and involves an exchange of resources—protection in exchange for loyalty and support
—the interaction being personalized and implicit, rather than contractual and transparent (Roninger,

1994).
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In addition to punitive measures, political leaders also employ positive incentives that are distributed
in a personalized or selective manner to reward “appropriate” behavior—individuals (employees) join
and remain loyal to a group not because they believe in the group’s collective goal or mission, but
primarily because they receive selective benefits for their participation (combined with protection
from sanctions)—the training sessions used as rewards, mentioned earlier, are an example of a

selective incentive distributed at the leader’s discretion to maintain loyalty.

The Paradox of Overregulation

The proliferation of regulations—as a defensive response to uncertainty—without a corresponding
change in organizational culture and informal constraints, leads to systemic inefficiency, repeated
bottlenecks, and the sluggish functioning of the entire system. When rules are numerous,
contradictory, or open to interpretation, the civil servant who knows how to navigate the complexity
of regulations becomes a source of power in their own right, regardless of their formal hierarchical
level. The study confirms this dynamic through the “that can’t be done because” behavior—a form of
exercising administrative discretion (Lipsky, 1980)—by using regulations as a barrier rather than as a
tool.

This phenomenon is described in the literature—Argyris and Schén (1978)—as “defensive routines” —
organizational mechanisms through which employees protect themselves from uncertainty and
liability by using procedures as a shield, not as a guide for action.

Research on the effects of overregulation (Bozeman, 2000—the concept of “red tape”) documents
how the proliferation of rules with low instrumental value leads to disengagement, inefficiency, and,
paradoxically, defensive creativity in avoiding responsibility.

Ill

We thus have a closed negative loop: overregulation, as a technical “policy” solution and a mechanism
for ensuring predictability, legitimacy, and continuity, produces more ambiguity and, implicitly, the
possibility of exercising discretionary authority, thereby perpetuating the very problem it seeks to

solve.

The Personalization of Power and the Replacement of Public Values with Personal Loyalty

In this case, the politicization and personalization of power do not refer to the (legitimate, democratic,
institutional) influence of political parties on administrative decisions—for example, by setting the
direction and broad objectives—but to a deeper, cultural dynamic, in which loyalty to an individual
replaces or at least supplements the formal procedures and professional values specific to the civil
service (transparency, pursuit of the public interest, predictability, legality) (normative corruption).

Sociologist Albert Hirschman (1970), in his work “Exit, Voice, and Loyalty,” shows that loyalty can serve
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as a retention mechanism even in dysfunctional organizations, when leaving is costly and criticism is
dangerous—being discouraged and punished through isolation or blame.

In a system where power is structurally centralized, combined with the personalization of power,
operations can be maintained by a “servile” minority that occupies key positions (gatekeepers) and

punishes deviant behavior.

Effects: stagnation, resistance to change, maintenance of the status quo

Political uncertainty combined with the personalization of power hinders the system’s efficient
functioning—by suspending necessary regulations, delaying major projects, and creating structural
inefficiency—thus creating a dependence on a specific way of doing things to keep the system
functional—path dependency theory - Pierson (2000), Pollitt and Bouckaert (2011)—this theoretical
framework—explains why institutional systems resist change even when their inefficiency is evident:
transition costs, investments already made in existing structures, and the power of actors who benefit
from the status quo create strong inertia.

In Romania’s case, unfinished cycles of administrative reform—followed by political reorganizations
that undo the progress—perpetuate a state of chronic uncertainty in which officials and institutions
opt for a “wait-and-see” strategy rather than innovation.

Romanian public administration suffers not from an excess of Weberian bureaucracy, but from a deficit
of it—a paradox in which procedural formalism coexists with the absence of predictability and
impersonality characteristic of authentic bureaucracy.

The seven systemic challenges are not independent of one another. They reinforce one another
(interdependence), forming a dysfunctional ecosystem: (1) political interference distorts the rational
legal system; (2) the personalization of power and the arbitrary exercise of authority create and sustain
a culture of fear; (3) the culture of fear erodes initiative and gives rise to behavior that avoids
responsibility; (4) the lack of initiative renders the HR system irrelevant; (5) a weak HR system hinders
professionalization; (6) a lack of professionalism results in reduced performance, leads to stagnation
and systemic inefficiency, and diminishes the system’s ability to protect itself from arbitrariness; (7)
the system’s lack of protection makes it vulnerable and, in turn, attracts further political interference.

The vicious cycle is complete.

Breaking this cycle cannot be achieved through a single intervention. Structural reforms are needed
that target not only legal elements but also a change in the existing culture—the role of leadership and

the presence of “champions of change” are essential.
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9. An Integrated Portrait of the Romanian Public Sector
Employee

This section provides an integrative synthesis of the six thematic dimensions analyzed, constructing a
cumulative portrait of the Romanian public sector employee as revealed by all three components of
the research. The synthesis is not merely a descriptive aggregation but an attempt to identify the
defining characteristics and internal tensions that shape the current state of the public workforce.

9.1. Dominant Characteristics

The Romanian public sector employee, as revealed by this study, can be characterized by the following
dominant traits:

Mature and formally educated

A high average age (60% over 46 years old), advanced higher education (over 60% with a master’s or
doctoral degree), and significant tenure (55% with over 16 years at their current job) create a profile
of a mature employee with accumulated institutional experience and a sense of belonging to the
system. This maturity is an asset—in terms of continuity, institutional memory, and sectoral
expertise—but also a vulnerability, in terms of the ability to adapt to change.

Intrinsically motivated, but institutionally disillusioned

Intrinsic motivation is strong: the nature of the work, social impact, and organizational values are the
top priorities. Public employees identify with a mission, are drawn to the opportunity to contribute to
the common good, and value the ethics of public service. At the same time, the institutional framework
within which this motivation must be expressed is perceived as dysfunctional: the HR system is
inadequate, leadership is absent or toxic, political interference erodes professional autonomy, and
recognition is insufficient.

Stable, but not by choice—by captivity

Long tenure, a uniform distribution of salaries, and a relatively low intention to change paint a picture
of a public sector that appears stable. Qualitative data, however, reveal a more complex picture: a
significant portion of this stability stems from barriers to mobility (requiring approval from the home
institution, a lack of equivalent positions in the private sector, and the absence of a functional transfer
system). Many employees stay not because they choose to, but because they cannot leave. The 7.6%
who are deeply dissatisfied—a much higher percentage than in the private sector—reflects this sense
of being trapped.

Polarized Values

There is significant internal polarization in terms of values. At one end are dedicated professionals,
motivated by impact, capable of delivering projects with real community value. At the other end, there
are actively disengaged employees who are “vocal, reactive, but unwilling to change,” who cannot be
disciplined and “settle for the status quo.” Between these extremes lies a seemingly satisfied but
fragile majority, dependent on local culture and direct leadership.
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Faced with an acute generational gap

The 40+ generation and the under-40 generation have significantly different values, expectations, and
skills. This gap is not merely a demographic issue, but an internal tension of values that will shape the
sector’s future. Young people with the skills needed for modernization are the most volatile. The older
generation, though the largest, has a limited ability to adapt to the demands of modern administration.

Underestimated externally, overestimated internally

The negative public image (“parasites of the system”) contrasts with the positive internal self-
assessment (95% rate themselves as highly competent). The truth, as the qualitative data show, lies
between these extremes: the public workforce includes both highly competent professionals and a
significant proportion of employees who are ill-suited to modern requirements. This nuanced reality is
not recognized either externally (all civil servants are negatively labeled) or internally (all rate
themselves positively).

9.2. Internal Tensions Defining the Current State

The research identifies several fundamental internal tensions that define the current state of the public
workforce:

Tension 1: Mission vs. Tools

Public sector employees largely identify with a genuine public mission—serving citizens and
contributing to the common good. The institutional tools made available to them to carry out this
mission—rigid procedures, flawed leadership, lack of autonomy, poor infrastructure, and inadequate
training—are insufficient. This tension leads to deep frustration among the dedicated and a cynical
adaptation among those who lose their dedication.

Tension 2: Apparent Stability vs. Experienced Instability

The public sector projects the image of a stable institution (long history, formal legal security). In
reality, employees experience daily instability: reorganizations, political pressures, shifting priorities,
and budgetary uncertainties. The tension between formal stability and actual instability generates
chronic stress, mistrust, and disengagement.

Tension 3: Modern Aspirations vs. Traditional Organizational Culture

Employees’ aspirations—collaborative leadership, continuous learning, well-being, sustainability, and
social impact—are aligned with modern management standards. The organizational culture in which
these aspirations must be expressed is, for the most part, traditional, hierarchical, focused on
conformity, and marked by a culture of fear. This tension is a source of daily frustration for young
employees and, at times, for dedicated ones as well.

Tension 4: Professional identity vs. public identity

Many employees build their professional identity around the idea of being a “dedicated public
servant,” taking pride in their profession. However, the public image of this profession is constantly
eroded by narratives portraying them as “parasites of the system.” This tension between internal
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identity and external recognition creates a real psychological burden, especially for those who take
their work seriously.

Tension 5: The desire for modernization vs. the fear of change

The data simultaneously point to a stated desire for modernization (continuous learning, professional
development, openness to innovation) and a practical reluctance toward change (devaluation of
technology, resistance to digitization, the absence of Al from discussions). This ambivalence is partly
generational and partly structural—long-tenured civil servants have invested in a specific set of skills
and may perceive change as a threat to their own professional value.

9.3. In Summary: A System at a Crossroads

The Romanian public sector, viewed through the lens of its workforce, is at a strategic crossroads. On
the one hand, there is valuable human capital—intrinsically motivated and capable of high
performance when conditions permit. There is accumulated experience, technical knowledge, and a
commitment to the public mission. There are examples of effective leadership and a healthy
organizational culture, demonstrating that a positive model is achievable.

On the other hand, the system in which this workforce operates has deep-seated structural
bottlenecks that systematically erode the value of human capital and hinder its transformation. The
HR system is not working. Leadership is in crisis. Political interference is pervasive. The generational
gap threatens sustainability. The technological gap deepens irrelevance. The negative public image is
demoralizing.

The strategic decision that Romanian society must make is between two scenarios: (a) allowing the
system to continue on its current path, with the progressive erosion of administrative capacity and a
widening gap relative to the requirements of modern governance; (b) a profound, multidimensional,
and coherent reform that simultaneously addresses the common roots of these challenges—
depoliticization, HR modernization, professionalization of leadership, digital transformation, and
redefining the implicit contract with the new generation.
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10. Comparative Overview of Global Labor Market Trends

This section places the findings of the “Why Do We Work?” study in the context of broader trends
documented internationally by reputable sources: the World Bank, the OECD, the Boston Consulting
Group, McKinsey & Company, and Gallup (cited by the OECD for engagement indicators). The objective
is not a mechanical transposition of our findings into global categories, but rather a comparative
analysis—identifying convergences, divergences, and the particularities of the Romanian public sector
in relation to the major transformations reshaping the relationship between the individual and work
on a global scale.

The synthesis is structured around six major thematic areas, aligned with those identified as priorities
in our study: (1) engagement and motivation; (2) leadership and organizational culture; (3)
generational expectations and retention; (4) digitalization, Al, and the future of work; (5) professional
identity and work-life balance; (6) macro-psychological trends—the Great Resignation and Quiet
Quitting.

10.1. Engagement and Motivation: A Global Crisis with Structural Roots

Global Trends

According to Gallup data cited by multiple sources, employee engagement is in a prolonged global
crisis. The State of the Global Workplace 2024 reports that only 23% of employees worldwide are
actively engaged (emotionally invested and motivated by their work), 62% are not engaged (“quiet
quitters”—doing only the bare minimum), and 15% are actively disengaged. The estimated global cost
of this disengagement is $8.8 trillion annually—approximately 9% of global GDP.

McKinsey documents a similar reality separately. More than half of the workforce in a typical
organization is disengaged: 32% are mildly disengaged (they put in the time but not the passion), and
11% are “disruptors” (actively disengaged, demoralizing their colleagues). The estimated cost for a
median S&P 500 company ranges from $228 million to $355 million annually in lost productivity, or
over $1.1 billion in lost value over five years.

The OECD, through its report *Workforce Insights from Central Governments* (published in 2025
based on 2024 data collected from 56,980 employees in the central governments of 10 OECD/EU
countries), paints a relatively more positive picture for the public sector: 76% report job satisfaction,
70% are willing to work overtime, and 68% identify with the organization’s mission. However, scores
vary significantly across countries (from 74.9 in Norway to 63.5in Latvia, on a scale of 0-100), and well-
being is a weak point: half of employees report feeling exhausted at the end of the day, and more than
a quarter feel burned out.

The World Bank, through its Public Workforce Performance and Prosperity initiative, identifies as
urgent reforms aimed at (a) eliminating “ghost workers,” (b) improving merit-based recruitment, (c)
advancing pay equity, and (d) adopting mission-driven management strategies. The reports emphasize
that, although public sector salaries are on average 9% higher than those in the private sector, pay
structures offer weak incentives for performance, and salary progression is more limited—which
makes it difficult to attract high-demand talent.
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Convergences and Divergences for the Romanian Public Sector
Our research indicates several strong convergences with these global trends:

e Polarization of engagement—80% reported satisfaction, but 7.6% deeply dissatisfied (four times
more than in the private sector) suggests the existence of a significant minority of “disruptors” in
the McKinsey sense, who are more prevalent than in the private sector;

e Intrinsic, mission-centered motivation — consistent with OECD observations on “mission
alignment” (68% identify with the mission); secretaries-general provide the most concrete
examples of motivation through impact;

e Well-being as a vulnerability — consistent with the OECD: Romanian public sector employees
describe the environment as “toxic” (central administration), exhausting (rural, overburdened),
and stressful (mismatch between resources and workload);

¢ Demotivating factors — consistent with McKinsey; the top three factors driving turnover are the
same: not feeling valued by the organization or by managers, and a lack of a sense of belonging

There are also important specificities:

e Public image as an additional burden — a factor specific to the Romanian public sector, which
does not appear as prominently in global data (many public administrations in the OECD enjoy a
more positive image);

e The role of political interference—for Romania, this is the dominant root cause; in OECD
countries with depoliticized administrations, the engagement crisis stems from other factors
(high demand, pressure for efficiency, digital transformation);

o [Institutional captivity — dissatisfied employees in Romania are more often “captive” (due to the
agreement of their home institution or a lack of transfer opportunities) than in the more fluid
labor markets of Western Europe.

10.2. Leadership and Organizational Culture

Global Trends

In *Workforce Insights from Central Governments*, the OECD identifies the quality of leadership as
one of the most important drivers of engagement. The OECD’s recommendation on *Public Service
Leadership and Capability* articulates 14 principles for a “fit-for-purpose” public service, including
specific recommendations on developing leadership capabilities for innovative policy and service
design.

Gallup reports that managers account for 70% of the variance in team engagement—a figure that is
particularly relevant to any reform strategy. Investing in the quality of managers yields the highest
return per dollar spent.

McKinsey, through its work on organizational culture and transformation, identifies “connection to
value” (connecting to meaning and value) and “enabling environment” (an environment that fosters
performance) as the key drivers of high-performing organizational cultures. McKinsey’s research
converges on the idea that leadership cannot be separated from culture—they are two sides of the
same dynamic.
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The Boston Consulting Group, through its collaborations with public administrations (for example, the

” ou

FDIC in 2024), emphasizes “workplace culture,” “psychological safety,” and “empowering teams” as
priorities for transformational . BCG stresses that cultural reform in public administration requires

leadership from both top and middle management.

Convergences and Divergences for the Romanian Public Sector
Convergences are evident in several areas:

o The stated preference for people-oriented and participatory leadership aligns with the global
trend of prioritizing “people-centered leadership”;

e The critical role of middle managers (identified in the focus group with municipal mayors) aligns
with Gallup data on the disproportionate impact of managers;

e The importance of psychological safety for engagement (BCG) is reflected in Romanian
employees’ need to be “covered” by their leader—although in Romania, this takes on a distorted
form (protection from consequences, rather than the safety to speak up).

The differences are also significant:

e The “authoritarian-protective leadership” model—specific to Romania—is an adaptation to
systemic unpredictability, not a universal preference;

o The lack of professionalization among leaders—in most OECD countries, there are structured
development programs for public executives (such as the senior civil service); in Romania, this
area is underdeveloped;

e The gap between stated and actual preferences—the stated preference for participation masks,
as we have seen, a complex reality; in the OECD/BCG data, the gap is smaller because the
systems allow for a more authentic expression of preferences.

10.3. Generational Expectations and Retention

Global Trends

McKinsey, through its research on Generation Z in the workforce, documents a set of fundamental
shifts in expectations:

o 77% of Gen Z respondents consider work-life balance crucial when choosing a job;

o 62% of Gen Z would accept a lower salary for a better work-life balance;

o 89% of Gen Z (and 92% of millennials) believe that a “sense of purpose” is key to motivation;
e Only 6% of Gen Z say that their main career goal is to reach a leadership position;

e Over 60% of Gen Z rank mental health as their top concern in the workplace.

Complementary data reveals a significant generational difference regarding professional identity: only
49% of Gen Z say that work is central to their identity, compared to 62% of millennials. This suggests a
shift in values among young people away from the model of work as the center of life—a profound
change that is disrupting traditional career management models.

BCG, through its “Decoding Global Talent 2024” report (a survey of 150,000 respondents from 188
countries), confirms these trends on a global scale. “Job security” has once again become the number-
one priority (likely a result of economic and geopolitical instability), but work-life balance, flexibility,
and a sense of purpose in work are dominant criteria for choosing an employer. 23% of respondents
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are actively seeking a job abroad, and 21% are passively considering it. 57% are willing to retrain for
new roles.

The OECD documents in *Workforce Insights from Central Governments* that public servants
generally have a strong sense of stability—but at the same time “low satisfaction with pay and benefits,
especially compared to the private sector.” This indicates an implicit contract similar to the Romanian
one, but within a more functional framework: stability versus a modest salary that is consciously
accepted.

Convergences and Divergences for the Romanian Public Sector
The convergences are evident in several fundamental areas:

o The generational gap documented in our data (40+ vs. under 40) is almost a mirror image of the
global gap (Millennials/Gen X vs. Gen Z);

e The prioritization of work-life balance among young public sector employees aligns with the
global trend;

e The search for meaning as a strong motivational factor is aligned with McKinsey and BCG
trends;

e The pursuit of security as a priority (BCG, 2024) is very evident in our study—security remains in
second place even though it is perceived as a myth.

Discrepancies:

e Inability to retain and attract young people—the Romanian public sector has not yet managed
to adapt its offerings to retain young people with modern skills (strategic risk)

o Lack of flexible work arrangements — while 66% of global employees (BCG) want some form of
remote work, the Romanian public sector offers virtually no remote work;

e Underdeveloped internship and entry-level programs — the positive example set by the county
council (partnership with the university, internships) is the exception, not the rule.

10.4. Digitalization, Al, and the Future of Work

Global Trends

The OECD, in its report “Governing with Artificial Intelligence” (2024), analyzes 200 real-world cases of
Al use by governments across 11 key public functions. The findings are mixed: there is a high
prevalence of early-stage initiatives (experiments, pilots), but scaling up remains rare. Nearly half of
the cases (99 out of 200) are concentrated in three areas: public service delivery, justice, and civic
participation. Potential benefits include productivity, service responsiveness, and accountability; the
main risks are bias, discrimination, and data security.

Government at a Glance 2025 (OECD) places the continuous development of digital skills at the center
of administrative transformation. 72% of OECD countries have adopted centralized competency
frameworks for the public sector as a first step in mapping, developing, and planning the workforce.
For generalist roles, continuous development includes digital basic skills, professional skills, socio-
emotional skills, and leadership skills.

The McKinsey Global Institute, in “A New Future of Work: The Race to Deploy Al and Raise Skills” (May
2024), documents a profound transformation of the workforce: 75% of U.S. workers anticipate role

58



changes over the next 5 years, but only 45% have recently received upskilling. 's demand for
technological skills is expected to grow by 25% in Europe and 29% in the U.S. by 2030. Demand for
socio-emotional skills is growing by 11-14%.

BCG (Decoding Global Talent 2024) shows that 75% of global workers anticipate disruptions caused by
GenAl, but 57% are ready to retrain for new roles—a significantly high level of openness.

The World Bank, through its Public Sector Employment and Compensation report, identifies the ability
to manage skills and digital transition as priorities for administrative reforms in developing and middle-
income economies.

Convergences and Divergences in the Romanian Public Sector

Here, the divergences are more striking than the convergences. The Romanian public sector is clearly
lagging behind global trends:

e The complete absence of Al from discussions—a striking finding from the focus groups; while
the OECD documents 200 cases of use, in Romania, Al is absent from institutional vocabulary;

e Clandestine use vs. institutionalized use—in other OECD administrations, Al is integrated into
official programs, complete with rules, training, and evaluation; in Romania, it is used covertly,
without ethical or security frameworks;

o Digital skills infrastructure — while 72% of OECD countries have centralized skills frameworks,
Romania has an ANFP system that has been criticized as unreformed since 2010;

e Scaling of digital projects — even cases of advanced digitization (county councils, well-run
municipalities) remain isolated, without a systemic impact.

Convergences remain along a few lines:

o Legal skepticism toward Al (the interview with the prefect) corresponds to a global skepticism
documented by the OECD;

e The difficulty of scaling up—a global phenomenon, not just a Romanian one;

e The link between transparency and resistance to digitization (interview with the mayor) aligns
with the World Bank’s observations regarding “govtech” as an anti-corruption tool.

Strategic implication: The Romanian public sector lags 5-10 years behind the OECD vanguard in the
digital/Al sphere, and this gap is widening in the absence of a clear national strategy. This gap has
consequences not only for efficiency but also for legitimacy—as citizens become accustomed to
seamless Al interactions in their private lives, the contrast with analog administration becomes
increasingly stark.

10.5. Professional Identity and Work-Life Balance

Global Trends

The dominant global trend is a redefinition of the relationship between identity and work. Data on Gen
Z (88% feel that too much of their identity is tied to work, compared to 68% of millennials and 52% of
Gen X) suggests a heightened sensitivity to “workism” —the phenomenon whereby work becomes the
primary source of identity, meaning, and belonging. The younger generation rejects this equation and
seeks a more diverse identity.
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Remote work and hybrid work have accelerated these transformations. Data from 2024 shows that
71% of employees believe remote work helps them achieve a better work-life balance, while only 12%
report the opposite. The distribution of preferences is clear: 54% want to work fully remotely, 41%
prefer a hybrid model, and only 5% want to work exclusively in the office.

The OECD, in its Workforce Insights report, identifies work-life arrangements as a key driver of
satisfaction and retention. Countries with advanced flexibility programs report better scores.

BCG indicates a global increase in willingness to work remotely (from 57% in 2020 to 66% in 2023), a
trend that continued into 2024.

Convergences and Divergences for the Romanian Public Sector
The convergences are significant:

e The centrality of work-life balance in the hierarchy of criteria (4th place among employees, 1st
place among young people/students) confirms that this global trend is also felt by Romanian
public sector employees;

e The generational gap regarding professional identity (those aged 40+ who “do not draw clear
boundaries” vs. those under 40 who “do not want to receive anything work-related after hours”)
is a direct reflection of the global trend;

e The influx of workers from the private sector, driven by a desire for work-life balance (60% of
respondents previously worked in the private sector), confirms that the public sector is,
paradoxically, becoming attractive to those seeking balance.

The differences are:

o The absence of remote work in the public sector—the “work from home” score is 4.25 (vs. 7.82
in the private sector), and interviews confirm that the option is practically nonexistent;

e The barriers cited (data security for remote work)—these are legitimate, but are often used as a
pretext to avoid reorganizing processes;

e Rigid schedules — “8 a.m. to 4 p.m.” schedules are still the norm, with no flexibility for different
roles and needs.

10.6. Macro Psychological Trends: The Great Resignation, Quiet Quitting,
Burnout

Global trends

The Great Resignation (2021-2023) was a phenomenon documented primarily in developed markets,
where millions of employees resigned in search of better conditions. McKinsey shows that, despite
economic changes, the share of workers planning to leave has remained at 40%—the Great
Resignation has evolved into a chronic state of high “intention to leave.”

“Quiet Quitting” (a term popularized in 2022) describes the phenomenon whereby employees do not
formally resign but reduce their engagement to the bare minimum—a psychological, not physical,
disengagement. Gallup estimates that 62% of the global workforce is in this state.
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According to OECD data, burnout is an increasingly common phenomenon: half of public sector
employees report feeling exhausted at the end of the day, and more than a quarter feel “burned out.”
McKinsey similarly identifies burnout as one of the main causes of the Great Resignation.

Documented global responses include:

e Reformulating the Employee Value Proposition;

e Investing in the quality of managers;

e Flexible work models;

e Focus on well-being and mental health;

e  Opportunities for growth and continuous learning.

Convergences and Divergences in the Romanian Public Sector

Our study points to several specific manifestations of these phenomena in the Romanian public sector:

“Quiet Quitting” with local characteristics

The 7.6% who are deeply dissatisfied, the description of “employees who just ended up there, aren’t
happy, but aren’t doing anything to change that situation” (interview with central administration), and
the organizational passivity documented in focus groups—all can be interpreted as expressions of
“Quiet Quitting.” The Romanian particularity is that psychological disengagement combines with
institutional captivity (blocked mobility), generating a phenomenon more severe than in fluid labor
markets. Employees not only reduce their effort, but they cannot leave even if they wanted to.

An Incomplete Great Resignation

Romania has not experienced a Great Resignation on the scale seen in Anglo-Saxon countries, primarily
due to the structure of its labor market. However, the intention to change jobs (27% in the public
sector, 20% in the private sector) is similar to global levels. Actual departures are currently blocked by
structural barriers—especially in the public sector—which is generating a latent “Great Resignation”
phenomenon, manifesting as an amplified form of “Quiet Quitting.” Combined with a lack of
attractiveness and the fact that over 50% of the current workforce will leave the system over the next
10-15 years, this represents a major strategic risk.

Underreported but real burnout

Burnout is not explicitly mentioned in our data, but its manifestations are present: descriptions of the
central environment as “toxic,” of the “constantly high-strung” atmosphere, of “negative energy”
trickling down the chain of command, and of the excessive workload placed on the 2-3 capable
individuals in rural town halls. Romanian public employees experience burnout, but they categorize it
under other terms (stress, fatigue, demotivation). The culture does not yet allow for an open
conversation about mental health in a professional context.

Absent or nascent institutional responses

While global companies have responded to these phenomena by redefining their value propositions,
investing in managers, promoting flexibility, and implementing wellness programs—the Romanian
public sector still lacks systematic responses. The positive initiatives identified (partnerships with
universities, Kaizen programs, informal meetings, attention to well-being) are isolated and depend on
the individual initiative of certain leaders.
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10.7. Comparative Summary: Converging Patterns and the Specific
Characteristics of the Romanian Public Sector

Viewed through a global lens, the Romanian public sector is not an isolated case—it is part of the major
transformations that are reshaping the relationship between individuals and work worldwide. The
public sector workforce in Romania faces the same dominant pressures: the search for meaning,
prioritizing work-life balance, the engagement crisis, psychological disengagement, the generational
gap, and Al disruption.

At the same time, the sector has important characteristics that require any reform agenda to be

adapted:
Politicization of Political interference in operational Depoliticization of the civil service
management decisions; frequent reorganizations as a prerequisite for any
sustainable reform
Institutional lock-in Barriers to mobility (home-country Reforming the transfer system
agreement), short career paths and extending career paths
Negative publicimage  Civil servants as “parasites,” erosion of Communication component in
professional identity any reform; public recognition of
professionalism
Culture of fear Avoidance of initiative, conformity, Predictability of professional
systematic “it can’t be done” attitude consequences and legal
protection for decision-makers
Digital divide/Al Absence of Al from discussions, National strategy for Al adoption
clandestine use, devaluation of the with ethical frameworks and
technology training programs
Unreformed HR Recruitment based on rote memorization, = Simultaneous reform of
system formal evaluation, ineffective training recruitment, evaluation, and

training—a single integrated
system

The Romanian public sector cannot be reformed simply by mechanically transferring global practices.
Global trends provide a framework for understanding and a set of documented solutions, but adapting
to the Romanian reality requires prioritizing the addressing of local particularities—especially
politicization, the culture of fear, and the HR system. Without addressing these root causes, superficial
reforms (cosmetic digitization, one-off wellness programs, salary adjustments) have limited impact.

The good news is that the Romanian public sector is not isolated: there is a vast repertoire of evidence-
based solutions, pilot programs, and expertise available internationally. The OECD, BCG, McKinsey, and
the World Bank offer both assessments and tools. Transformation is possible—but it requires political
will and strategic vision to become a reality.
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11. Conclusions

11.1. General Summary

The study “Why Do We Work?” sought to build as objective a picture as possible of how employees in
the Romanian public sector relate to their organization and workplace, and what their expectations
are. Based on quantitative data (1,481 respondents), focus groups (4 groups), and semi-structured
interviews (6 interviews)—integrated into a comparative analysis with global trends documented by
the World Bank, the OECD, BCG, McKinsey, and Gallup—we can draw the following overarching
conclusions.

Conclusion 1: There is valuable human capital, but it operates within a dysfunctional
framework

Romania’s public sector workforce includes dedicated, intrinsically motivated professionals capable of
delivering projects with real community value. The study identified numerous examples—heritage
restoration, modernization of public services, and community development—that demonstrate this
capacity. However, the system within which this capacity must be expressed is profoundly
dysfunctional: the HR system does not work, leadership is in crisis, political interference is pervasive,
and infrastructure is precarious. The strategic mistake would be to treat the public sector as having a
personnel problem; the problem is systemic.

Conclusion 2: The implicit contract between the state and public employees is changing

The old contract—security and stability in exchange for a modest salary and institutional loyalty—is
undergoing a profound transformation. Stability is perceived as fragile, especially at the central level.
Salaries have risen moderately but remain uncompetitive in many areas. Benefits are underdeveloped.
Flexibility is stifled. In place of the old contract, a new set of expectations is taking shape: a genuine
work-life balance, a sense of purpose in work, professional management, autonomy, and the
opportunity to see concrete results. This reformulated contract is, for now, aspirational, not yet a
reality.

Conclusion 3: The generational gap is a strategic tension, not just a demographic one

The 40+ generation and the under-40 generation have significantly different values, expectations, and
skills. Young people with the skills needed for modernization (digital, linguistic, and innovative) are the
most volatile. The older generation, although the largest, has a limited capacity to adapt. Without an
active restructuring of the public sector’s workforce, the risk is a downward spiral: the older generation
retires, the younger generation does not enter the workforce, and institutional capacity declines.

Conclusion 4: The Romanian public sector has a strategic gap in the digital/Al arena

While OECD governments have documented 200 cases of Al use across 11 public functions, in Romania,
Al is absent from institutional discussions—but present informally and covertly. The undervaluation of
advanced technology (score 5.15) and overestimated digital skills (score 8.39) create an illusion of
preparedness that masks a real gap. This gap will widen in the absence of a clear national strategy.
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Conclusion 5: Convergence with global trends is strong—but local particularities require
tailored reforms

The Romanian public sector workforce faces the same global pressures: the engagement crisis, “quiet
quitting,” burnout, the generational gap, and the search for meaning. At the same time, local
particularities—politicization, institutional capture, a negative public image, and a culture of fear—
require that any reform agenda be adapted.
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Cited international sources

In the section comparing trends with global ones, the study used the following reputable sources,
which it recommends for further exploration of any of the topics addressed:

OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development)

e  Workforce Insights from Central Governments (published in 2025, based on 2024 data collected
from 56,980 employees in 10 OECD/EU countries)

e Government at a Glance 2025 — Employee engagement in central administrations; Digital
government index

e Governing with Artificial Intelligence (2024) — analysis of 200 Al use cases in governments

e G7 Toolkit for Artificial Intelligence in the Public Sector (2024)

e Recommendation on Public Service Leadership and Capability

e Public Employment and Management 2023 — Towards a More Flexible Public Service

e OECD Framework for Digital Talent and Skills in the Public Sector

World Bank

e Public Workforce Performance and Prosperity — an analysis of the 400 million public sector
workers worldwide

e  Public Sector Employment and Compensation: An Assessment Framework

e Global Initiative on Public Administration Reform — the global public administration reform
program

Boston Consulting Group (BCG)

e Decoding Global Talent 2024 (survey of 150,000 respondents from 188 countries) — How Work
Preferences Are Shifting in the Age of GenAl

e Public Sector Practice — thought leadership on public sector reform, workforce transformation,
and leadership development

McKinsey & Company

e State of Organizations Report — Annual analyses of organizational performance

e The Great Attrition / Great Attraction (2022—2024) — successive analyses of the phenomenon of
employee turnover

e Some Employees Are Destroying Value, Others Are Building It (2024) — analysis of employee
categories by engagement level

e A New Future of Work: The Race to Deploy Al and Raise Skills in Europe and Beyond (May 2024)

e Generative Al and the Future of Work in America

e The Upskilling Imperative — Required at Scale for the Future of Work

e Five Fifty: Solving for Gen Z in the Workplace; Debunking Age Stereotypes in the Workplace
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Gallup (cited by the OECD and used as a reference)

e State of the Global Workplace 2024 — 23% engaged, 62% not engaged, 15% actively disengaged;

global cost of $8.8 trillion USD annually
“Why Do We Work?” Studies — CSLDI

The “Why Do We Work?” study was launched in 2023 by the Center for Strategy,
Leadership, and Intelligent Development (CSLDI) (https://csldi.fspac.online/) and consists of
two complementary research projects. “Why We Work 1: Students’ Projections Regarding
the Future Workplace” (2024) (https://csldi.fspac.online/de-ce-muncim-proiectii-ale-
studentilor-privind-viitorul-loc-de-munca/)

The study “Why We Work 2: Expectations, Values, and Perspectives of Private-Sector
Employees in Romania” (2024) (https://csldi.fspac.online/studiu-de-ce-muncim-2024/).
PODCAST: The Strategy Room — the “Why Do We Work?” study
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QtLxcJIRSkc)
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