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Abstract

Purpose – Employer branding (EB) has become a powerful tool for organizations to attract employees.
Recruitment communication ideally reveals the image that companieswant to portray to potential employees to
attract talents with the right skills and competences for the organization. This study explores the impact of EB
on employer attractiveness by testing how pre-existing employee preferences interact with EB and how this
interaction affects employer attractiveness.
Design/methodology/approach – A quasi-experiment among 289 final-year students was used to test the
relationships between EB, perceived employer image, person-organization (P-O) fit and employer
attractiveness, and the potential moderating variables of pre-existing preferences, in this case
operationalized as locational preferences. Students are randomly assigned to four vacancies: one with and
one without EB cues in two different locations: Groningen and Amsterdam. The authors used standard scales
for attractiveness, perceptions of an employer and person-organization fit. The authors test the relationships
using a regression analysis.
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Findings – Results suggest that if respondents have previous predispositions, then their preference can be
enhanced using an EB-targeted strategy. Based on these results, the authors can conclude that EB and related
practices can be successful avenues for organizations in thewar for talent, particularly if they reaffirmprevious
preferences of potential employees.
Originality/value – The research is original in the way it provides empirical evidence on the relationship
between EB and attractiveness, particularly when previous employee preferences exist. This is of value to
employers using EB as a tool to influence employer attractiveness.

Keywords Employer branding, Employer attractiveness, Employer image, Location, Preference

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Attracting and retaining desirable employees is one of the biggest challenges for
organizations nowadays (Tumasjan et al., 2020). Many organizations engage in employer
branding (EB) activities to differentiate themselves as an employer of choice (Slavkovic et al.,
2018; Bharadwaj and Yameen, 2020). The focus in EB lies on the process of building an
identifiable and unique identity (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004) and an attractive image and
reputation as an employer (Sivertzen et al., 2013).

EB has gained recent interest among practitioners and researchers alike as it helps
potential employees in understanding their future employers (Ver�ci�c and �Cori�c, 2018). As a
key that can improve the compatibility between potential employees and a particular
employer (Schneider, 2001), EB acts as a catalyst in increasing employees’ long-term
commitment to the firm (Biswas and Bhatnagar, 2013) and organizational attractiveness
(Ambler and Barrow, 1996).

Recent research on EB is mostly focused on internal and external communication effects
on employee engagement and satisfaction (Chhabra and Sharma, 2014; Davies et al., 2018), as
well as on individual employee perceptions of the employer brand (Berthon et al., 2005; Elving
et al., 2013). There is relatively scarce evidence on why and when EB is effective in talent
management (Lewis and Heckman, 2006; Thunnissen, 2016) to explore whether certain EB
practices yield better attractiveness than others (Kwon and Jang, 2021). At the same time to
better understand the role of EB for organizations, more research is needed on uncovering
interaction effects in the relationship between the organization and its employees (Ver�ci�c
et al., 2023). Some employee preferences of organizational characteristics such as size,
location, industry can be easily observed by potential employees compared to others such as
work climate, culture and career development (Collins and Stevens, 2002). Therefore,
studying differing pre-existent preferences toward EB attributes can shed more light into the
relationship between EB and employer attractiveness (Ito et al., 2013). To address this, the
study will explore whetherEB contributes to employer attractiveness and how this relationship
is moderated by prior preferences.

To this end, the contribution of this study is two-fold: first, it extends the literature on EB
by examining how pre-existent preferences toward certain EB attributes affect employer
attractiveness. In this respect, the study illustrates that the pre-existent preferences interact
with EB. Second, it enriches previouswork onEB by exploringwhether a tailored effect of EB
in combination with a pre-existent preference would work differently than an EB approach
used regardless of previous preferences.

2. Theoretical background
EB is associated with firm attractiveness in two principal ways. Firstly, the use of an EB
strategy is associated with on average higher perceived firm attractiveness. Secondly, by EB,
job seekers are better informed of the norms and values of the organization, which also leads
to higher employer attractiveness but only for those who share the norms and values
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broadcasted. In the remainder, the first part of this section provides an overview of the
different approaches to EB and how the understanding of the concept has developed over the
years. The second part aims at examining the concept of employer attractiveness. The final
part explores the relationship between EB and employer attractiveness by looking into the
direct and indirect effects related to them.

2.1 Employer branding
Ambler and Barrow (1996, p. 187) are among the earliest academics to define the concept as:
“the package of functional, economic and psychological benefits provided by employment,
and identified with the employing company”. It is a “concept of the firm that differentiates it
from its competitor” (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004, p. 502). Throughout the years the term has
been mostly associated with the development of an image and an identity as an employer,
which present two different perspectives of development of the concept: a static and a more
dynamic perspective. Part of the literature focuses on crafting the organization’s unique
employer image to be perceived positively by potential employees (Backhaus and Tikoo,
2004; Sivertzen et al., 2013). EB helps to improve organizational performance within
recruitment, retention and engagement (Chhabra and Sharma, 2014) as it increases affinity
with an employer because of a positive effect on the employer brand associations and
therefore on perception of the employer brand (Rampl, 2014). The term “employer branding”
has gradually gained recognition as a critical contribution to strengthen organizations
because potential hires are increasingly drawn to a favorable employer image (Collins and
Han, 2004). EB highlights the unique aspects of the firm’s employment benefits that
differentiate it from those of its competitors both for current and future employees. Drawing
on internal marketing literature, EB includes differentiating yourselves as an employer for
current employees, next to potential employees (Kunerth andMosley, 2011; Kolesnicov, 2018).
Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) describe EB as a process, in which after developing value
proposition to employees, it is followed by externally and internally marketing this value
proposition to (potential) employees. The way current employees evaluate their employer
plays an important role in advocating an external employer brand (Itam et al., 2020), as it
portrays the real picture of working for an organization. Current employees are the best EB
ambassadors of an employer brand. With this shift, EB must now account not only for the
way the organization is perceived, but how this organization behaves and continues to
behave over the long-term internally too, which necessitates looking at EB with a more
dynamic lens.

The dynamic perspective to EB expands the domain to include a broader range of
strategic human resource management (HRM), internal marketing and social responsibility
aspects (Aggerholm et al., 2011), as well as corporate communication (Kolesnicov, 2018).
The focus here lies on the process of building an identifiable identity (Backhaus and Tikoo,
2004) and image taking a more long-term approach to relationship management with
employees after recruitment too (Gilani and Cunningham, 2017; Tumasjan et al., 2020). This
process resonates within the core values and the culture of an organization, recognizing
that an authentic employer image can only exist if it is well-orchestrated with the employer
identity (Jain and Bhatt, 2015; Lievens and Slaughter, 2016). Because of the reciprocal
interactions between the organization, society and employees, the organizational culture
will likely change over time. EB then needs to constantly be nurtured and nudged and
reevaluated to fit the current situation. Within this view, EB provides a structured and
purposeful communication on core values and culture by creating, conveying and
reinforcing the organization’s attractive aspects as an employer (Collins and Kanar, 2013).
Therefore, it becomes more effective for organizations to align own values with those of
prospective employees through communication. Talented prospective employees
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interested in obtaining a position in an organization interact with the organization in other
ways as well, for example, by using its products or services, or through the company
website. Therefore, the image of the organization should be orchestrated in all
organizational communication (Cornelissen, 2008; Christensen et al., 2009). Integrated
communications through various communication channels consistent with organizational
practices aid in employee attraction (Deepa and Baral, 2022). EB in job vacancies is one
important aspect in this communication as it creates the foundation for the match between
an organization and potential talents (Backhaus, 2004). Specifically, corporate descriptions
in job vacancies are a purposeful approach to creating an impression of the organization as
an employer (Cober et al., 2000; Oltarzhevskyi, 2019). The effectiveness of the match lies in
the underlying assumption of the person-environment fit (P-E) referred to as “the degree of
similarity or fit between a person and the work environment” (Schneider, 2001, p. 142).
Organization’s communication becomes crucial in signaling key associations of the
organization as an employer and unique organizational characteristics (corporate identity).
Corporate identity refers to the organization’s unique characteristics, which are rooted in
organizational culture and expressed through behavior of its members (Balmer and
Greyser, 2006). The signals coming from the organization must be consistent with its
identity. EB should provide sufficient information about essential matters as mission,
values, development (Backhaus, 2004).

2.2 Employer attractiveness
Numerous studies have examined the concept of employer attractiveness. On the one hand,
evidence suggests a holistic view when assessing employer attractiveness, which focuses
on general feelings and attitudes toward the organization (Gardner et al., 2011). In most
studies that adopt this holistic perspective, company employer image associations equal
overall organizational attractiveness (Highhouse et al., 2003; Collins and Kanar, 2013). In
this view, organizational attractiveness is defined as “an attitude or expressed general
positive affect toward viewing the organization as a desirable entity with which to initiate
some relationship” (Aiman-Smith et al., 2001, p. 221). On the other hand, in a systematic
summary of previous literature, Lievens and Slaughter (2016, p. 409) suggest that “an
organization’s employer image is only one of the possible images that individuals might
hold of an organization”. From this perspective, different stakeholders hold different
images of the same organization. Employer image refers to the potential employees’ image
of the organization as a desirable place to work (Ehrhart and Ziegert, 2005). In turn,
employer image perceptions have influence on the employees’ attraction to organizations as
a place to work (Turban andKeon, 1993). Berthon et al. (2005) identify the five dimensions of
perceiving an employer as social, development, application, interest and economic value.
These are a set of value propositions perceived by potential employees. In contrast to
Backhaus and Tikoo (2004), looking at an organization’s offering to employees, Berthon
et al. (2005) put the employee’s perception of these offerings central as a stronger predictor
of job pursuit (Ronda et al., 2018) and differentiate the five types of employee value as
opposed to the two types of benefits, functional and symbolic, classified by Backhaus and
Tikoo (2004). The more attractive the benefits, the greater the employer attractiveness of an
organization.

2.3 Direct and indirect effects of EB on employer attractiveness
There is a distinction in direct and indirect effects of EB on employer attractiveness.
Considering the direct effects, more intense EB activities lead to increased employer
attractiveness in terms of benefits expected by employees (Kalinska-Kula and Staniec, 2021).
EB increases affinity by employees with an employer because of the positive effect on the
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brand associations (Tanwar and Prasad, 2016; Ewing et al., 2019). Building a picture in the
mind of potential employees relates closely to the corporate image the organization is aiming
to portray in the minds of the employees as a stakeholder (Cornelissen et al., 2012).
Organizations that have worked on their EB are distinguished as recognizable and desirable
places to work in (Silva and Dias, 2022) and have a positively built image, thus acting
positively on the perception of candidates with job and organizational characteristics (Gilani
and Cunningham, 2017).

Based on literature on EB, employer attractiveness can be influenced indirectly in three
ways: through perceived employer image, through person-organization (P-O) fit and through
pre-existent employee preferences. The section below looks at these three effects.

2.3.1 Through perceived employer image. Building an employer brand is a long-term
process resonating within the core values and culture of an organization rather than only
short-term recruitment communication on the associations and benefits of being an employer.
In a study on perceived employer image and EB, Lievens and Slaughter (2016) argue that
substantive organizational investments in information on core organizational values
disseminated by organizational sources as job advertisements influence organizational
attraction and job pursuit intentions because of an indirect effect via perceived employer
image. EB information provided in vacancies by the organization during recruitment will
indirectly affect employer attractiveness via individual employee perceptions of employer
image (Elving et al., 2013).

2.3.2 Through person-organization (P-O) fit. Employer attractiveness is also related to
how particular characteristics of the job and the organization are perceived (Ehrhart and
Ziegert, 2005). Organizations with committed employees tend to select employees based on
P-O fit as well as person-job (P-J) fit. There is a trade-off between P-O fit and P-J fit also on
employees’ side (Lauver and Kristof-Brown, 2001). Sekiguchi (2007) argues that P-O fit is
more important than P-J fit. Core values become central to searching for the P-O fit rather than
the P-J fit for a job. Core values are rooted in organizational culture and identity. A supportive
working environment, ethical standards, salary, career prospects and location, compensation,
culture and development possibilities contribute to the P-O fit directly and in turn contribute
to the attractiveness of an organization as an employer (Turban et al., 1998; Elving et al., 2013).
In particular, the P-O fit is evident in jobs relying on complex tasks requiring competencies
gained through higher education and “21st century skills” (Fruyt et al., 2015). The higher the
P-O fit, the greater meaningfulness and psychological safety for employees leading to higher
levels of employee engagement, which leads to higher commitment and greater employer
attractiveness (Biswas and Bhatnagar, 2013). As EB in vacancies provides a source of
information on employer benefits and organizational values, the following hypotheses are
proposed:

H1. The use of EB in recruitment communication as a source of information on
organizational values is positively related to employee’s perception of
employer image.

H2. The use of EB in recruitment communication as a source of information on employer
benefits is positively related to employee’s perception of P-O fit.

H3. The use of EB in recruitment communication is positively related to employer
attractiveness.

H4a. The use of EB in recruitment communication is positively related to employer
attractiveness because of a change in employer image.

H4b. The use of EB in recruitment communication is positively related to employer
attractiveness because of a change in P-O fit.
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2.3.3 The role of pre-existent employee preferences. People differ and employees have different
preferences concerning the attributes that are communicated by the employer. Several
theories and studies have demonstrated the role of pre-existent preferences toward EB
attributes (Ito et al., 2013; Jain and Bhatt, 2015). Organizational characteristics such as size,
location, industry can be easily observed by potential employees. However, other more
intangible characteristics such as work climate, culture, career development are difficult to
observe prior to a job application (Collins and Stevens, 2002). Moreover, transfer policies,
leave structure, location, flexible working conditions and work-life balance can be perceived
significantly differently across gender or age (Jain and Bhatt, 2015). This makes the effect of
EB likely to be dependent on the preferences of the recipient. Especially, easily observed
characteristics are difficult to change in the short-run and can form a predisposition toward
an employer even before employees are exposed to EB in vacancy descriptions. EB
effectiveness, thus, depends on when and how specific EB efforts are being targeted at
employees. In other words, these pre-existent preferences can influence the strength of the
relationship between EB and employer attractiveness.

Among the long-term easily-observed organizational characteristics, the effect of industry
image on employer attractiveness has already been studied (Wallace et al., 2014). Limited
attention has been spent on the location or destination image as an EB attribute in influencing
employer attractiveness. Having its origins in tourism, location branding or destination
branding focuses on evoking perceptions about a place to either identify or differentiate that
place as a potential destination (Kemp et al., 2012). Nadeau and Olafsen, 2015 are among the
few who show that destination image and country employer attractiveness indirectly affect
migration decisions. Brusch et al. (2018) conclude that companies inmore rural regions should
focus on social components and security of employment to ensure that potential employees
are attracted to them. A preference for a certain location because of a certain image held by
potential employeeswill influence the perception of EB cues and therefore also the strength of
the relationship between EB and employer attractiveness. The following hypothesis is
defined:

H5. The strength of the direct relationship between EB in recruitment communication
and employer attractiveness depends on the preference for location of potential
employees.

See Figure 1 for the conceptual model.

Figure 1.
Conceptual model
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3. Method
The aim of the study is to explore how EB contributes to employer attractiveness and how
this relationship is moderated by prior preferences. A quasi-experimental design was chosen
to study the relationships as it allows for the manipulation of EB and location in a controlled
setting, in which participants were randomly assigned to one of four versions of the same
vacancy. Consequently, these groups were asked about their perceptions of the job opening
and their general preferences. The following section will provide an insight into the design,
sampling, instrument and data analysis.

3.1 Experimental design
To test elements of EB and location, we created four variants of the same vacancy in a quasi-
experiment. We used a 232 between-subject-design for this study. One factor was EB cues
(absent vs. present), the other was location (Groningen vs. Amsterdam). Location was
included as an assumption to check if pre-existent preference of location interacts with EB.
Groningen and Amsterdam differ in perception as a working region. Amsterdam is the
capital of the Netherlands and a popular work region, whereas Groningen is in the North of
the Netherlands. From previous studies we know that Amsterdam is particularly appealing
to recent graduates from Groningen (Venhorst et al., 2010; Koster and Cnossen, 2022).
Moreover, the participants were recruited in Groningen. They have previous connection to
Groningen. This is a condition to be able to test whether having predisposition influences
their preference for a place. The job advertised was a management trainee position for which
no specific educational field was required.We choose a virtual organization, so that the effect
of the actual message could be measured, without associations with an existing corporate
brand. Table 1 summarizes the experimental design.

In all four versions of the text, the job was advertised with reference to the content of the
job requirements and the trainee profile. In the version including elements of EB, information
on the core values and organizational norms was added. For this, we drew on the 25
characteristics of perceived employer image (Berthon et al., 2005). All other aspects were
identical. In line with EB theory, the EB vacancy showed the organization’s identity and
personality through providing information about the organizational culture, core values and
vision (Gilani and Cunningham, 2017). Examples from the texts include: “employees are our
main asset”, “open and honest atmosphere is the norm”, “attention to each other”, “work in
department where you feel mostly at home”, “a lot of attention for your development”. While
some development and interaction with colleagues are present in most vacancies, the focus of
the EB-cues lies on values which create an open atmosphere, best fit with opportunities and
full support to reach these.

The vacancy without EB cues focused on formal requirements without much information
on the identity or personality of the organization. The focus was on formal characteristics,
pre-established training and development by the organization and the vacancy did not clearly
show a distinct personality of the organization.

Location
Amsterdam Groningen

Branding Non-Employer Branding 1 3
Branding 2 4

Source(s): Table by authors
Table 1.

Experimental design
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With regards to location, the texts were the same, except for the location of the job. There was
no additional information on the locations, so it alluded only to the pre-existing image and
preferences that students had (we do not say for example that Amsterdam is a vibrant city).

Table 2 presents the modifications scheme of the vacancies. To supplement Table 2, the
sample vacancies used are shown for verification purposes in Figure 2. Pilot manipulation
checks of the vacancies were conducted with ten students and branding experts before
carrying out the study to see if the EB cue was perceived as intended.

Students were randomly distributed among the vacancies. They were asked to reflect on
the vacancies using information cues on core values and organizational characteristics.
Example questions include: “I learn about the organization’s vision”, “read or obtain
information about the organization’s identity”, “The organization pays attention to work-life
balance”. In addition, in the open-ended questions, all respondents (100%) agreed that the EB
version portrays an organization that clearly shows its identity. Regarding predisposition, we
asked a question: “In which city is the organization located?”. Again, all respondents (100%)
identified the location correctly. Given the pilot manipulation test, we are confident that the
quasi-experimental design can capture the difference between the EB and non-EB version of
the vacancy. A suggestion of experts was to make both vacancies equal in length. As a result
of the pilot manipulation checks both job offers were made the same in design and
presentation.

Both conditions
Our organization, trainee profile, terms of employment and application procedure
EB condition Non-EB condition

Core values and organizational characteristics
- Employees are our main asset
- We offer a pleasant working environment
- Open and honest atmosphere is the norm
- Attention to each other
- You will be guided by the organization. Together

with a senior manager you draw up a personal
plan

- You develop new skills and you learn from your
colleagues

- Within the department where you feel mostly at
home

- You can count on the best guidance with a lot of
attention for your development

- You can continue to grow after two years in a
suitable position within the organization

- A perfect match can be made between you and
your function

- Your type of degree program is less relevant, it is
more important that you fit within the
organization

- Work-life balance
- Based on the needs of the employee
- If you complete this step successfully and there is

a click between you and the organization, you will
be offered a contract

Core values and organizational characteristics
- Our products are our main asset
- Without them we would no longer exist or be

successful
- We offer a competitive environment
- You will always be in contact with your

colleagues
- You can think of participating in an operational

division, leading a project, writing a policy plan
for a department or researching the feasibility of
new products

- Where the organization thinks that suits you
best

- The organization determines this based on your
abilities

- Select the best 25% of our trainees, to certify . . .
- There are career opportunities available to you
- Your type of degree program is not relevant
- As mentioned before, the function requires full

commitment
- For this function you work 40 h a week
- After this it will be decided whether you will be

admitted to the traineeship

Source(s): Table by authors

Table 2.
Modification scheme
vacancies
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3.2 Sampling strategy
The sample of participants was drawn from final-year students at two universities in the city
of Groningen in the Netherlands. Final-year students are a relevant group since they enter the
labor market shortly (Megehee, 2009). Also, since they enter the labor market without any
strings attached or previous job experiences to rely on, they are likely to be responsive to the
image portrayed by a firm. Finally, they are mobile (Venhorst et al., 2010), which makes them
prone to respond to locational cues.

Figure 2.
Sample vacancy with
EB-cues and without

EB-cues
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Students in a selection of programs –who are themost likely respondents to the vacancies
– were approached by their program coordinators from May 10th to July 10th, 2021. 27
students (20.9%) come from technical sciences (for example, Energy for Society, Renewable
Energy, ICT etc.), 22 students (17.1%) from business (for example, Business Administration,
International Business etc.) and 80 (62.0%) come from social sciences (for example,
International Communication, Psychology etc.). Although the target group fits well with the
study, the restrictions to the sampling strategy possibly introduce bias in the respondents
(those interested in career matters may be more inclined to participate). We try to
accommodate for this by following up on non-respondents from the programs fromwhich we
had very few respondents. Table 3 presents the demographic characteristics of the sample.
The four groups do not differ greatly on key demographic variables, however, the group that
got the EB version of the vacancy in Groningen is slightly older (mean 5 27.07, s.d. 5 7.8)
than the other groups. The group that got the non-EB version of the vacancy in Groningen is
represented by slightly more female participants (72.2%) than male (27.8%) in comparison to
other groups. Furthermore, in terms of study programs, the group that got the non-EB
version of the vacancy in Groningen has the most students in social sciences (72.2%). As
these differences might affect the results, we control for these demographic factors in the
analysis. Next to these variables, our sample did not differ between experimental conditions.

We accounted for commonmethod bias by using different scale types in the survey design
and by performing Harman’s one-factor test for common method bias in SPSS (Podsakoff
et al., 2003). This gave us a value of total variance explained smaller than 0.6, confirming that
there is no common method bias.

After agreeing to participate in the study, the respondents went through 4 steps: first,
students were requested to give their consent, as well as to provide their demographic and
general information. Second, they were asked about their ideas regarding future jobs. Third,
theywere directed to the experiment. In the experiment, studentswere randomly assigned the
branded or the non-branded version of a vacancy in Amsterdam or Groningen. Finally, after
reading one version of the vacancy, the participants completed the survey questions about
that vacancy.

In total, 289 respondents filled in the survey. After cleaning the data with incomplete
responses, incorrect or no answer to the control question, we ultimately had 129 credible

Groningen with EB
Groningen without
EB

Amsterdam with
EB

Amsterdam
without EB

Age M 5 27.07,
(s.d. 5 7.78)
(N 5 30)

M 5 24.92,
(s.d. 5 6.45)
(N 5 36)

M 5 25.32,
(s.d. 5 3.64)
(N 5 28)

M 5 25.17,
(s.d. 5 3.74)
(N 5 35)

Gender Male: 40.0%
Female: 60.0%

Male: 27.8%
Female: 72.2%

Male: 35.7%
Female: 64.3%

Male: 31.4%
Female: 57.1%
Binary: 11.4%

Education Technical: 20.0%
(N 5 6)
Social: 56.7%
(N 5 17)
Economic: 23.3%
(N 5 7)

Technical: 13.9%
(N 5 5)
Social: 72.2%
(N 5 26)
Economic: 11.1%
(N 5 4)

Technical: 17.9%
(N 5 5)
Social: 60.7%
(N 5 17)
Economic: 2.4%
(N 5 6)

Technical: 17.1%
(N 5 6)
Social: 68.6%
(N 5 24)
Economic: 14.3%
(N 5 5)

Dutch/
International

Dutch: 40.0%
International:
60.0%

Dutch: 52.8%
International:
47.2%

Dutch: 42.8%
International:
57.1%

Dutch: 54.3%
International:
45.7%

Source(s): Table by authors

Table 3.
Demographic
characteristics of the
sample
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respondents. The average age of the participants was 26 years old (SD 5 6,2). The sample
consisted of 82 (63.6%) female, 43 (33.3%) male and 4 (3.1%) third gender participants.

We checked the minimum sample requirement to test our hypotheses by using Faul et al.
(2009)’s G*Power tool (version 3.1.9.7). The analysis indicated that a sample size of 120 is
adequate to detect a medium effect size (Cohen, 1988) for linear regression (α 5 0.05,
power5 0.93, predictors5 8). As a result, the acquired sample size of 129 is sufficient to test
the hypotheses.

3.3 Instrument
In measuring the main concepts, we rely on generally used and accepted measurements.

Employer attractiveness was measured with the scale developed by Highhouse et al.
(2003) to measure intentions of job acceptance (Cronbach alpha5 0.86). Example items were:
“I would accept a job offer from this company.”, “I would make this company one of my first
choices.”, “If this company invited me for a job interview, I would go” For each of the items
respondents were asked to assess to what extent they agree or disagree with the statement on
a 7-point ordinal Likert scale from 1 5 completely disagree to 7 5 completely agree. The
intention to pursue a job captures the level of employer attractiveness for employees (Young
et al., 1993). This intention is dependent on the employee perceptions of the organization.

Perceived employer image was measured with a selection of the 25 items
measurement as developed by Berthon et al. (2005), with a reliability score for Cronbach
alpha5 0.88. Respondents were asked to indicate to what degree they agree that the items are
applicable for the organization in the vacancy on a 7-point ordinal Likert scale
(1 5 completely inapplicable – 7 5 completely applicable). Examples of items were: “a fun
working environment”, “a springboard for future development”, “having a good relationship
with your colleagues”. Although there are other validated indices as the one by Hinkin (1995),
Berthon et al.’s (2005) operationalization is the most used one.

We adapted the scale based on the feedback from experts to fit the Dutch context. Some of
the statements were the same in Dutch language. For example, in Dutch the word “happy”,
“fun” and “exciting” work environment would mean almost the same. We also balanced
against the need for scale brevity to maximize response rates (Robinson, 2018). Consistent
with our research purposes, 17 items were used.We conducted factor analysis to measure the
scale’s consistency and to identify underlying dimensions in our data. The items were
analyzed for all conditions by using factor analysis with varimax rotation. The factors
reproduced four of the original five dimensions, which overlap with 4 of the 5 identified by
Berthon et al. (2005). Therefore, in the empirical analyses, we use Berthon et al.’s (2005)
measure as the main model.

Perceived P-O fit estimate was developed using the work-value items by Cable and
Edwards (2004), with a reliability score for Cronbach alpha5 0.81 Respondentswere asked to
indicate to what extent they agree that the sample items are true for the organization in the
vacancy on a 7-point ordinal Likert scale (15 completely disagree – 75 completely agree).
Example items include: “Making the world a better place”, “Developing close ties with co-
workers”, Obtaining status”, “Doing a variety of things”. It contains nine elements, however,
after carrying out a pre-test in our conditions with the vacancies, security and authority were
excluded from the scale because they were difficult to measure with the vacancies.

Location For location, we recorded Amsterdam and Groningen. They are mutually
exclusive as it is hard to commute between both places. Thus, the variable we used was a
dummy variable indicating the city (0 5 Amsterdam, 1 5 Groningen).

3.4 Data analysis
To test our hypotheses 1, 2 3 and 5 we used stepwise regression analysis.
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Dependent and independent variables: As introduced in our conceptual model, the
dependent variables were employer attractiveness, perceived employer image and perceived
P-O fit, whereas the independent variable was EB.

Control variables: To rule out possible biases, we controlled for age, gender, country and
region of origin and current study program.

We tested our three models to isolate the contribution of different terms.We first included
our control variables in model 1. In the second model the main effect of the independent
variable EBwas added to the regressionmodel, followed by the inclusion of themoderators in
model 3. To test our hypotheses 4 with mediators, we utilized Model 4 of the Process
procedure by Hayes (2017) to apply a bootstrap method to estimate indirect relationships
between EB and employer attractiveness with perceived employer image and perceived P-O
fit as mediators. Compared to Baron and Kenny (1986)’s method, Hayes (2017)’s procedure is
more powerful and less limiting. Hayes (2017)’s approach for identifying mediation effects
does not rely on the direct relationship between the predictor and outcome variable for testing
the mediation effects. This model tests everything in one command and therefore we have all
of the results in one table.

4. Results
Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics of the main variables.

Regression results for models with employer attractiveness, perceived employer image
and perceived P-O fit are summarized in Table 5. The overall effect of the control variables
was not significant.

4.1 Direct effects
Given its focus on company values, it has been assumed that employers adopting EB
strategy are perceived better by prospective employees. We test this general expectation
for three dimensions: perceived employer image, P-O-fit and employer attractiveness. For
this we adopt the same model three times, each time with a different dependent variable
(see Table 5). From the analyses, we find no indications that there is a positive relationship
between the use of EB in the vacancy text and the attractiveness of the firms
(Hypotheses 1–3).

Variable
Mean
(SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Employer
attractiveness

4.65 (1.32) –

2. Perceived employer
image

4.81 (0.77) 0.44** –

3. Perceived P-O fit 4.66 (0.50) 0.37** 0.78** –
4. Employer branding 0.45 (0.50) 0.05 0.07 0.21* –
5. Location 0.51 (0.50) 0.01 0.01 �0.06 0.03 –
6. Origin
(international_Dutch)

0.49 (0.50) 0.20* 0.24** 0.16 0.05 0.32** –

7. Age 25.57 (5.7) �0.08 0.01 0.04 0.10 0.06 0.15 –
8. Gender 1.40 (0.56) �0.14 �0.21* �0.15 �0.30 �0.12 �0.28** 0.05 –
9. Field of study 2.56 (0.60) �0.07 �0.12 �0.06 �0.06 �0.05 0.10 0.24** 0.06 –

Note(s): *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
Source(s): Table by authors

Table 4.
Descriptive statistics
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4.2 Indirect effects
Although there is a clear belief in the effectiveness of EB in vacancy texts, in our set-up we
find significant effect on the perceived attractiveness of firms only in the model with
moderators. One reason for this could be that EB is particularly potent if it appeals to some
pre-existing preferences that the prospective employees have. If you are not interested in
sustainability, appealing to this in an EB strategy is likely not going to be effective. To test
whether cues in the text appeal to certain target groups, one of the conditions we introduced
was location of the company, whichwe used to carry out the analysis further and explore how
it interacts with origin. This helped us to see how location of the company in combination
with EB in the vacancies played a role in improving employer attractiveness for certain target
groups.

As shown in Table 5, while the moderator of match of location and EB is insignificant, the
model fit increases substantially (R-square5 0.15) with a positive and significant coefficients
for EB (0.33*, p < 0.05) and the moderators “Dutch Vac. Amsterdam EB” (�0.34*, p < 0.05)
and “Dutch Vac. Groningen EB” (�0.36*, p < 0.05). Hypothesis 5 is not supported. However,
this suggests that if respondents have a previous predisposition to a certain location because
of their origin, this influences employer attractiveness in combination with EB. These
outcomes suggest that the moderator of location and origin has a significant effect on the
relationship between EB and employer attractiveness. In particular, international students
respondmore positively to EB thanDutch students, regardless of the location. In other words,
EB is likely to be more effective if it appeals to existing preferences of the target groups.
Preferences because of a certain origin affect the relationship between EB and employer
attractiveness.

EB can also have an indirect relationship to the attractiveness of employers through
employees’ perceptions of the organization on employer image and P-O fit (Hypothesis 4a and
4b). As reported in Table 6, the results show that the two indirect relationships are not
different from zero. Hence, our hypotheses 4a and 4b are not supported.

5. Discussion and conclusions
This study aimed at finding out towhat extent EB contributes to employer attractiveness and
how this relationship is moderated by prior preference of potential employees. The results
indicate that understanding EB requires a deeper scrutiny. If respondents prefer an EB cue,
they are more susceptible for an EB-targeted strategy using that cue. The fundamental
conceptual contributions are twofold: first the study addresses the void in the literature onEB
by identifying the moderating role of employee predisposition on perceived employer image,
perceived P-O fit and employer attractiveness. In comparison to literature supporting the
notion that EB enhances organizational attractiveness (Tanwar and Prasad, 2016; Kalinska-

Effect (SE) LLCI ULCI

Dependent variable
Employer attractiveness
Dependent variable

Independent variable
EB
Mediator

0.62 (0.11) 0.39 0.84

Employer attractiveness Perceived employer image 0.00 (0.01) �0.02 0.03
Employer attractiveness Perceived P-O fit �0.05 (0.09) �0.26 0.13

Note(s): N 5 129. For indirect effects, SEs and 95% confidence intervals were calculated through a
bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 bootstrap samples. SE 5 standard error; LLCI 5 lower limit confidence
interval; ULCI 5 upper limit confidence interval. Used model: Model 4
Source(s): Table by authors

Table 6.
Direct and Indirect
effects of EB on
employer
attractiveness through
perceived employer
image and P-O fit
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Kula and Staniec, 2021), this study suggests that using specific EB practices which fit the
specific target groups support perceived employer attractiveness. Therefore, the study fits
within the stream in literature taking a more dynamic perspective on EB to include a broader
range of disciplines when looking at the concept (Aggerholm et al., 2011; Kolesnicov, 2018)
rather than a static view on the main relationships. Second, the study enriches the literature
on employee preferences of organizational characteristics (Collins and Stevens, 2002; Ito et al.,
2013) by illustrating that EB leads to better perceptions of employer attractiveness because it
influences employees’ subjective estimates of the quality of the relationship they have with
their employers (Lievens and Slaughter, 2016). The results support the assumption that
perceived employer image as well as P-O fit and employer attractiveness depend on EB.
However, this is the case only when a previous predisposition toward the company exists of
the different target groups. When EB works, it depends on the fit with the context and the
target group. In this respect, this study supports the body of literature which addresses the
notion of employee’s fit with the environment (Kristof-Brown et al., 2002; Schneider, 2001).

Next to its theoretical contributions, this research provides three practical managerial
implications on how to utilize EB for employers and HR practitioners alike. The practical
intent is to provide communication managers with a guide on how to compose the EB
message with care, incorporating relevant information for job seekers. First, the results
highlight the importance of analyzing potential employee preferences. Neglecting
expectations of potential employees, especially toward easily-observed characteristics
because of their origin, may result in lower employer attractiveness.

Second, in crafting EB strategies, practitioners and managers should consider targeted EB
information as it can promote attitudinal responses which then result in positive outcomes for
both perceived image and P-O fit as well as overall employer attractiveness. By including EB
strategies in their job advertisements, organizations can become more attractive to potential
employees. However, investments in EB should be targeted andwell-defined beforehand by the
organizations. A branded identity has more chance of being effective when it corresponds with
wishes of the potential employees. This would enhance the previous preference of potential
employees. Third, a more targeted approach toward certain job seekers could be more effective
for managers. In line with this implication, Fischer et al. (2021) find that job seekers who come
from the North of the Netherlands have the biggest chance to come back to the region.
Companies can either target their information toward potential employees who already decided
to stay in the region or nudge them to come to the region.

The present study has a few limitations. First, the composition of the target group limits
the generalization of the results to students. For example, regarding job information, the
needs of senior job seekers may differ from those of starters on the labor market. Second, no
support is found for the hypotheses, especially concerning the main relationships between
concepts. The limited number of respondents besides efforts to increase participation of
non-respondents could be the reason for this, as well as the fact that this is a first
experiment in a controlled setting. An additional experiment and longitudinal designs with
existing companies would be beneficial to enhance the findings when it comes to
perceptions. As our study is a quasi-experiment, future studies could further validate our
findings through true experimental design with a bigger sample. Because one of the
locations in the vacancies is Groningen and that students come from Groningen too, they
may be more inclined to choose Groningen as a location for their first job for practical
reasons. To increase the reliability and for comparison reasons, it is worth repeating the
experiment with a larger group from the other location, Amsterdam. In our design, we can
only make assumptions about the actual location. Future studies could measure how the
preferred location interacts with the manipulated location. Third, a non-existent, virtual
organization was used, which means that respondents had no previous experience with the
organization or an impression of the image of the organization. This had the benefit that it
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could be manipulated with characteristics that fit EB characteristics only. Finally, data
came from the same participants in a single measurement point in time. Future studies
should aim to separate the data collection of different parts of the model over time or collect
data from various sources.

Notwithstanding its theoretical contributions and practical relevance, there are several
avenues for future research following the study. The application of this research to a real
organization could be of considerable value to study the influence of EB on a specific brand.
Furthermore, considering that the only manipulation focused on was the vacancy text, it must
be noted that employer attractiveness can only partially be explained by location and utilization
ofEB in vacancies. StudyinghowEBcues can be applied to other organizational communication
rather than only vacancies is yet another useful focus for future research. Another avenue for
future research is repeating the experiment for further empirical exploration of the relationships,
detailingwhich dimensions of EB exactly influence employer attractiveness, as well as carrying
out an interview study, so that students’ reflections could be gathered on why they are not
influenced by EB in the job vacancies. A final and important general implication of the more
dynamic perspective towardEB is themultidisciplinary approachwhich needs to be takenwhen
studying EB further. Given the various working fields from which it can be approached,
different disciplines, such as HR, corporate communication, brand management should
cooperate in future research on EB to further explore its effectiveness.
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