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With the growing interest in employer attractiveness, research is unsystematic on how this phenomenon can be conceptualized and studied. Studies tend to make little conceptual differentiation regarding for whom employers should be attractive, and therefore, address the perspectives of potential as well as current employees, who work in organizations for long periods of time. In this study our arguments relate to the phenomenon’s conceptual clarity as well as its differentiation from other related concepts. By focusing on employer attractiveness for current employees, we have systematically reviewed 48 studies published in business and management journals, and categorized findings into the Inputs–Mediators–Outputs model. This approach allowed us to depict significant limitations in the existing knowledge about employer attractiveness from the current employees’ perspective, and offer avenues for future research. Next, to delineate the future research agenda, we have suggested that employer branding in organisations needs to be targeted more toward current employees.

Keywords: employer attractiveness, employer brand, employees, organizational commitment, organizational identification


INTRODUCTION

“By 2030, we can expect a talent deficit of 85.2 million workers across the economies analyzed—greater than the current population of Germany. This global skills shortage could result in $8.452 trillion in unrealized annual revenue by 2030 – equivalent to the combined GDP of Germany and Japan.” (Korn Ferry Study, 2018)

The literature on how to position organizations as attractive employers has been intensively developed during the last few decades since Ambler and Barrow (1996) published a study focusing on “employer branding.” While attracting the best candidates is still of high importance to organizations, it also becomes increasingly important for them to motivate their employees to stay on, and contribute to the organization for a long period (Tanwar and Prasad, 2017), mainly for two reasons. First, the demand for the acquisition of appropriate employees is rising, and organizations across different industries face challenges in finding the right people in the labor market. A recent study by Korn Ferry estimated that by 2030, there will be a talent deficit (meaning skilled employees) of 85.2 million workers across the different economies and industries analyzed (Korn Ferry Study, 2018).

Second, the possibilities of people sharing their experiences with organizations on social media channels like LinkedIn could lead to higher transparency, putting the spotlight on the reality, i.e., what employees actually face within organizations (Dabirian et al., 2017). Therefore, external employer branding without focusing on internally perceived attractiveness is not as effective as it was previously. Moreover, the boundaries of organizations are vanishing, leading to a world, wherein, the existing employees’ perceptions of organizational attractiveness influence companies’ brands in the context of different marketplaces (Mokina, 2014).

Yet, as is evident from recent studies and literature reviews, researchers continue to study employer attractiveness mainly by focusing on potential job applicants and future employees (Lievens and Slaughter, 2016; Theurer et al., 2018). Till date, little research has been conducted for understanding what shapes current employees’ perspectives relating to attractiveness of their employers.

This study aims to fill this gap. Since some evidence suggests that the attributes valued by employees are different from those valued by job seekers (Lievens, 2007; Reis et al., 2017), the aim of our systematic review is to contribute to employer attractiveness literature by providing a structured analysis on the basis of our knowledge on organizational actions that influence current employees’ perceptions of employer attractiveness, and their consequences. With this focus, we shall make several distinct contributions to the literature on employer attractiveness. First, this study synthesizes research evidence on internally perceived organizational attractiveness. In this way, it uniquely contributes to the existing literature reviews by summarizing concepts that were used to study employer attractiveness as perceived by current employees. Second, we shall cluster the findings of the different studies not only into antecedents and consequences of employer attractiveness, but also provide a structure for the different factors influencing internally perceived employer attractiveness. Third, this study discusses the practical implications for organizations regarding their employer branding activities and provides suggestions for future research.



RESEARCH METHODS

We drew on the Web of Science (WoS) database to search for relevant articles, using the general database. The results of an initial search using the term “employer attractiveness” indicated that it was too narrow since several highly cited scientific papers were missing, leading to a revision of the search strings to “employer brand” OR “employer perception” OR “employer value” OR “employer attractiveness” OR “employer reputation” OR “employer image” OR “employer branding” OR “organizational attractiveness”. While for the search within WoS no limitations were made, except for articles and reviews in English, we acknowledge that other bodies of research were not considered, especially books or other science publications.

The review has been prepared according to PRISMA 2020 (Page et al., 2021). The search string initially resulted in a total number of 387 items, including empirical studies and reviews, and after the removal of a double entry and a non-English paper, 385 papers were reviewed. This led to the exclusion of an additional 64 papers, that did not focus on employer attractiveness in a broader sense, leaving 321 papers, of which 279 were empirical studies and 42 were reviews or conceptual papers. The 279 empirical studies were reviewed for a second time to distinguish whether the empirical work had been done with potential employees, such as job seekers (external view: 227 items), current employees (internal view: 46 items), or both (external and internal view: 6 items). The full text versions of the 52 empirical studies focusing on current employees, or both, potential and current employees were sourced, downloaded, and analyzed. A data extraction table was devised to record the evaluation, each item was read in full, and the data extraction table was then completed. Out of the studies, 48 were quantitative, which are listed in Tables 1,2. The four qualitative studies were considered together with the relevant conceptual papers and reviews. The study selection process is illustrated in Figure 1.


TABLE 1. Summary of quantitative empirical studies with employer attractiveness or related concepts as dependent variables (DV).
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TABLE 2. Summary of quantitative studies with employer attractiveness or related concepts as independent variables (IV) or a mediator.
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FIGURE 1. PRISMA diagram.



Key Characteristics of the Relevant Employee-Based Studies

We analyzed the key characteristics of each of the 48 quantitative studies, and since 38 of these, had been published since 2015, the issue of employer attractiveness as perceived by existing employees seems to be of increasing relevance in recent years. The main geographic sources of the empirical quantitative studies were India (N = 13), which mainly focused on the IT sector (Biswas and Suar, 2016; Sahu et al., 2018), followed by Belgium (N = 6), the United Kingdom (N = 3), and Germany (N = 3). Several studies (N = 8) were conducted in multiple countries, whose names were not always mentioned. In total, employee-based quantitative research was conducted in at least 21 countries. These 48 studies were published in 38 journals, but only two –the Journal of Organizational Effectiveness: People and Performance (N = 3) and Personnel Review (N = 3) – published more than two of the studies that were included in the sample. Of the 48 studies, 46 were published in journals with an Eigenfactor value [measuring the number of times articles from the journal published in the past five years have been cited in the Journal Citation Reports (JCR)] less than 0.90, indicating that articles in the journal has below-average influence. Research papers with an Eigenfactor value of 90 or higher were published by Slatten et al. (2019) and Trybou et al. (2014).



Summary of the Employee-Based Empirical Studies on Employer Attractiveness

The quantitative studies identified as relevant for employer attractiveness as perceived by employees have been summarized as follows. Table 1 includes studies focusing on employer attractiveness or related concepts as outcomes (N = 18), while Table 2 includes studies that refer to employer attractiveness or related concepts, as antecedents or mediators for different factors of human productivity, such as commitment and/or turnover intentions (N = 27), or antecedents of word-of-mouth (WOM) marketing (N = 2), or firms’ performance (N = 1).




FINDINGS

A quantitative analysis of literature development on employee and applicant-based literature on employer attractiveness is summarized in Table 3. While literature on employer attractiveness has evolved over the past three decades, the first notion of the term employer attractiveness was developed by Turban and Greening (1997), who described it as the degree to which a respondent would personally seek an organization as an employer. Conversely, employer branding describes the actions undertaken by an organization to develop employer knowledge (Theurer et al., 2018). The outcome of brand building activities is the employer brand, that was first described by Ambler and Barrow (1996) as “the package of functional, economic and psychological benefits provided by employment and identified with the employing company” (p. 187). Literature acknowledges that employer branding tends to be often overshadowed by corporate external branding (Sengupta et al., 2015). External branding includes activities such as moral practices of leaders, and those related to corporate social responsibility (CSR) that influence the external perception of the employer brand, whereas internal employer branding aims at retaining or motivating employees to achieve organizations’ performance goals or fulfil their promises to the capital market.


TABLE 3. Quantitative analysis of literature development on employee- and applicants-based literature on employer attractiveness.
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Looking at the development of these studies, literature on employer attractiveness can be grouped into two phases: “Laying the ground (1990–2009)” and “Rise of employee-focus (from 2010).” During the first phase, although ground-breaking studies were published by Ambler and Barrow (1996) and Turban and Greening (1997), and the relevance of employer attractiveness for existing employees was noticed, yet the focus was on potential employees. Berthon et al. (2005) concluded that there was a high similarity between the employer brand and other concepts, such as internal marketing and employer branding, and also refer to existing employees. In the same study, Berthon et al. (2005) summarized their quantitative findings in a model that is based on a three-dimensional framework – functional, economic, and psychological – developed by Ambler and Barrow (1996). This model measures how attracted individuals are to their employers based on the following dimensions: economic value (compensation and benefits, job security, and opportunities for promotion), development value (recognition, self-worth, confidence, and future employment), interest value (exciting work environment, e.g., innovative products and services), social value (a fun-oriented and happy working environment, team atmosphere, etc.), and application value (opportunity to apply as well as teach others what was learned). Lievens and Highhouse (2003) and Lievens et al. (2007) established a different perspective of employer attractiveness that distinguished between the two aspects of organizations’ employer branding: (i) symbolic – subjective, abstract, and intangible attributes, and (ii) instrumental – objective, physical, and tangible attributes. The drivers of how individuals perceive different attributes of employment offerings are based on fit theories (Van Hoye and Turban, 2015), labeled as the person-organization-fit (POF) and person-environment-fit (PEF). The POF theory stresses that congruence between people’s characteristics (values, motives, skills, and experience) and organizations’ characteristics (structure, tasks, technology, organizational values, and climate) are crucial for the success of the people working within these organizations, as well as the organizations themselves (Kristof, 1996; Van Vianen, 2000). The PEF perspective proposes that applicants are more attracted to employers, who offer characteristics compatible with their own characteristics (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). The literature shows that employees who fit well with recruiting organizations, exhibit higher levels of organizational identification, productivity, co-worker and supervisor satisfaction, job satisfaction, and lower turnover rates (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). From the perspective of potential employees, employer attractiveness measures are used to predict the organizational pursuits of potential employees (Highhouse et al., 2003). However, as pointed out by Cable and Turban (2003), potential employees lack the experience of working in the target organization yet, and their perceptions might not provide complete and accurate information about the employment experience. This suggests that there is a difference in how organizational actions are perceived by potential and existing employees. There is also a difference in potential outcomes. While the measured outcomes of employer attractiveness are application intentions or job pursuits for potential employees, the outcomes are employee retention, employee engagement, or positive WOM for existing employees. During the first phase – “Laying the ground (1990–2009)” – out of a total of 61 empirical studies on employer attractiveness, only three studies, that focused on employees, at least to some extent, were published (Lievens, 2007; Lievens et al., 2007; Davies, 2008).

During the second phase – “Rise of employee-focus (from 2010)” – employees became increasingly prominent for both antecedents (N = 17) and outcomes (N = 28) of employer attractiveness. Schlager et al. (2011) indicated that certain aspects of employer branding – renumeration and development – increase employees’ satisfaction and identification with their organizations. Among the studies on the different drivers of employee-perceived employer attractiveness, those of Ambler and Barrow (1996), Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) and Berthon et al. (2005) were further developed and adopted for employee perspectives. For example, based on Berthon et al. (2005)’s model, Tanwar and Prasad (2017) developed a 5-scale-model, specifically for employees, for testing the dimensions of a healthy work atmosphere; training and development; work-life balance; ethics and CSR; and compensation and benefits.

Theurer et al. (2018) reviewed the existing literature, along with the guiding theoretical construct of the marketing-based brand equity theory, and integrated the different perspectives of research conducted over the last few decades, into an innovative employer branding value chain model. Although their model does not explicitly focus on employer attractiveness, in different constellations, its building blocks have been used for employer attractiveness research as follows: (1) employer knowledge development and investment – what companies can do, (2) applicant/employee mindset – what applicants/employees think, feel, and do, (3) organizational performance and competitive advantage – what companies get, and (4) financial market performance and shareholder value – monetary value of employer branding.



INTEGRATION

We integrated the factors identified during our research that influence employee-related employer attractiveness (e.g., compensation or leadership style), as well as those, that mediate (e.g., brand trust) or moderate (e.g., age, hierarchy level) that relationship. We also incorporated the outcomes of employer attractiveness (e.g., performance, retention), including relationships where employer attractiveness is found to be a mediator. The findings were structured based on the Inputs-Mediators-Outcomes model (Figure 2). It should be noted that in some of the more recent studies, instead of employer attractiveness, its different attributes are related either to organizational commitment or organizational identification (Arasanmi and Krishna, 2019; Hamidizadeh and Fadardi, 2019). Hence, we suggest that future research should focus on the potential differences and similarities between employer attractiveness, organizational commitment, and organizational identification.
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FIGURE 2. Antecedents and consequences of employer attractiveness as perceived by employees of that organisation.



Antecedents of Employer Attractiveness

The few studies that have solely focused on internally perceived employer attractiveness provide evidence that several factors such as compensation or leadership style influence how employees see their employers. To distinguish the different antecedents influencing internally perceived employer attractiveness, we have drawn on the theory of Anticipatory Psychological Contracts (APC), a theoretical framework capturing potential employees’ perceptions of firms’ employment offerings, that has been used by Moser et al. (2017) to describe dimensions of employer attractiveness for potential employees in new ventures. Moser et al. (2017) used the APC theory to “demonstrate how and to what extent their employment offering is distinct from that of other new ventures competing for members of the same talent pool” (p. 591). This is also in line with the research done by Lievens and Slaughter (2016), who confirmed that job seekers use a variety of employment attributes to develop an image of different employment options.

Theorizing on the nature of the elements of firms’ employment offerings, the APC theory proposes that applicants base their job decisions primarily on three types of employer attributes: ideological (e.g., culture), transactional (e.g., monetary or other tangible compensation), and relational (e.g., characteristics of the employer-employee relationship, such as social support provided by the management or colleagues; Moser et al., 2017). Since not only do potential employees decide on which jobs to take, but existing employees also regularly decide whether to stay on with an employer or quit, we argue that the attributes offered by employers can also be grouped using the APC theory. Out of the 48 quantitative studies reviewed, while 18 focused on either employer brand attractiveness or brand commitment as dependent variable, the remaining 30 researched on outcomes other than employer attractiveness, such as employee commitment and job satisfaction, or relationships where employer attractiveness was found to be a mediator. Our model too, included relevant antecedents.

In the following section, we have grouped the findings of studies into different attribute categories based on the APC model used by Moser et al. (2017), which differentiates employment offerings into transactional, relational, or ideological attributes.


Transactional Attributes

Transactional attributes describe the tangible factors offered by employers. Based on the studies identified during our research, we found that compensation and benefits; training and development; and job characteristics and development opportunities, qualify as transactional attributes. Other factors like facilities; office location and infrastructure; or the possibilities of intrapreneurship, have also been confirmed as relevant (Chawla and Lenka, 2015; Sengupta et al., 2015).


Compensation and Benefits

Empirical studies have resulted in controversial outcomes. Tanwar and Prasad (2017) discovered that compensation and benefits were the least influential dimensions of the employer brand, whereas Roongrerngsuke and Liefooghe (2013) discovered, during their research in China, India, and Thailand, that the importance of compensation and benefits were high, for all three generations studied (Baby Boomers, Generation X, Generation Y). Lievens (2007) identified pay and benefits as factors with the highest importance for perceived employer attractiveness, among employees of the Belgian Army. Schlager et al. (2011) confirmed that economic attributes (e.g., compensation) positively influence job satisfaction, although its positive correlation with organizational identification could not be confirmed. Summarizing the findings, it can be said that the relevance of compensation for the perception of employer attractiveness, in the eyes of employees, depends on the context, and there are no clear views that can be generalized.



Training and Development

The importance of opportunities for training and development have been studied numerous times, either together or with other attributes (Lievens, 2007; Schlager et al., 2011; Roongrerngsuke and Liefooghe, 2013; Tanwar and Prasad, 2016, 2017), or as specific aspects of training and development (Vnouckova et al., 2018). Employees are interested in improving and developing their skills for future job positions, either within the same company, or with other companies (Tanwar and Prasad, 2017), which leads companies to invest significant budgets for employees’ training and development.



Job Characteristics and Development Opportunities

Opportunities for enhancing career growth and building self-esteem also appear to be common predictors of perceived employer attractiveness (Trybou et al., 2014; Nayak and Suhan, 2017). Therefore, realistic job previews were found to be important for potential as well as existing employees (Biswas and Suar, 2016). Among other factors, Sengupta et al. (2015) confirmed the relationship between “career potential value factors” like skill utilization for internally perceived employer attractiveness.




Relational Attributes

Relational attributes describe factors that determine the relationships between other members of the organization and employees. During our research, we identified the following factors as predictors of internally perceived employer attractiveness:



Leadership Style

The influence on leadership styles has been studied from two different angles in relation to employer brands, by investigating the impact of transformational or servant leadership. What all studies have in common is evidence, that leadership plays a key role in influencing and projecting a positive organizational image. The most recent study on the influence of leadership was published by Sahu et al. (2018). It provided evidence that transformational leadership is an antecedent of the employer brand, which is mediated by employee engagement. Therefore, this study explored the influence of engaged employees in building employer branding. The second study in leadership, conducted by Kashyap and Rangnekar (2016a), indicates that “servant style of leadership if followed by organizational leaders, may prove to be an effective tool to portray a positive organizational image amongst potential and existing employees” (p. 454). In both studies, the ultimate outcome in relation to existing employees would be the reduction of employees’ turnover intentions through a strong employer brand.



Perceived Supervisory or Organizational Support

Perceived Supervisory Support (PSS) and Perceived Organizational Support (POS) determine employer attractiveness as perceived by employees, since as representatives of the organization, supervisors drive organizational behavior (App and Buettgen, 2016). The study revealed that POS does not directly affect brand commitment, but is mediated by the brand’s distinctiveness, prestige, and trust, and also confirms the positive impact of PSS on POS. This means that if employees perceive their supervisors as being engaged in maintaining their work resources, they believe such behaviors as being representative of the organization. In the same context, another research was conducted by Biswas and Suar (2016), which confirmed that POS, together with organizational trust and leadership of top management is positively correlated with employer attractiveness.



Workplace Culture and Atmosphere

The complex field of workplace culture and atmosphere has been an ongoing theme in employer attractiveness research. Reis et al. (2017) identified workplace authenticity – commonly described as knowing one’s self and acting accordingly – as an attribute of employer attractiveness. The results show that respondents rated authenticity more highly than the other dimensions – economic, development, interest, social, and application values – included in the employer attractiveness scale. Although the mean scores of authenticity were always higher, statistically significant differences were found exclusively for comparisons between authenticity and interest, social, and application values. The differences between authenticity, economic value, and development value were not statistically significant. Tanwar and Prasad (2017) determined five dimensions of the employer brand as perceived by existing employees: training and development; healthy work atmosphere; work-life balance; ethics and CSR; and compensation and benefits, and also found a “healthy work atmosphere” to be one of the most significant dimensions influencing the employer brand. De Waal (2018) confirmed that a possible way of creating an attractive organization is by transforming the workplace into a high-performing organization.



Work-Life Balance

Along with workplace culture and atmosphere, Tanwar and Prasad (2017) found work-life balance to be the third most important dimension that influences the employer brand, indicating that employees prefer to work in organizations that provide flexible work hours and work from home facilities. Maurya and Agarwal (2018) identified work-life balance as one of the drivers, not only in relation to employer attractiveness, but especially for retaining talent in organizations.



Value Congruence, Personal, or Job Fit

As described above, an organization’s attractiveness highly depends on applicants’ individual characteristics (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). This was picked up by Charbonnier-Voirin et al. (2017), thereby confirming the impact of value congruence – match between organizational values and employees’ values – on organizational identification and positive word-of-mouth, mediated by employer brands. The relevance of certain personality traits were the focus of two recent empirical studies that used crowdsourcing (Dabirian et al., 2019; Robertson et al., 2019). Although Robertson et al. (2019) did not explicitly study personality traits as being moderators, the crowdsourcing analysis revealed that different personality traits led to different rankings of employer brand personalities, which indicates that personality traits impact how employees perceive employer attractiveness.



Ideological Attributes

Ideological attributes (i.e., commitment to a valued cause, Moser et al., 2017) describe the intangible aspects of an organization. During our research, we identified the following factors as predictors of internally perceived employer attractiveness:


Company Brand

Dogl and Holtbrugge (2014) conducted an empirical study among 215 firms in China, Germany, India, and the United States of America (United States). Its results revealed that green strategies, culture, products, and communication positively influence the environmental reputation of the company as an employer, and in turn, employee commitments with “green,” that refer to responsible environmental aspects. Since this study cannot be generalized, we later identified business aspects, such as corporate mission, strategy, products, and impact on employer attractiveness as perceived by employees, as one of the key areas for the agenda of future research.



Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility

This factor was found to be the fourth most important dimension that influences the employer brand in Tanwar and Prasad (2017)’s empirical study. However, besides this study and those by Dogl and Holtbrugge (2014) and Biswas and Suar (2016), which have been previously described, not much research with existing employees has been done, although this topic has mostly been researched with potential employees (Klimkiewicz and Oltra, 2017).



Social Media Presence and Reputation

The role of social media is a rather recent development in the literature on employer attractiveness (Dabirian et al., 2017; Robertson et al., 2019). Both studies confirm the relevance of social media presence and reputation (word-of-mouth) for existing employees.





Moderators

Several variables that moderate the relationship between the different input variables and employer attractiveness brand were identified.


Gender

Studies by Reis et al. (2017) and Tanwar and Prasad (2016) have identified gender as a powerful moderator in the context of employer attractiveness. To cite an example, Tanwar and Prasad (2016), who investigated the effect of different employer brand dimensions on job satisfaction in the Indian IT sector, using gender as the moderator discovered that males are more affected by organizational reputation, training, and development, as against females, who are more affected by work-life balance, CSR, and organizational culture. Although the study does not reveal the reasons for the differences in perceptions among males and females, the authors believe that an explanation for this finding could be the different orientations toward work values. Reis et al. (2017) revealed that females give more importance to authenticity in the workplace than males.



Age

Roongrerngsuke and Liefooghe (2013) discovered during their research in China, India, and Thailand that the generations, whom they studied, considered compensation and benefits as important. Across the three countries, competitive rewards were mentioned as the most important factor (78.4%) for baby boomers (those born between 1946 and 1965), whereas the top two attractive factors for Generation X (those born between 1966 and 1979), were the company’s brand image (57.9%) and competitive rewards (76.4%) and for Generation Y (born between 1980 and 1999) too, they were competitive rewards (79.3%) and company’s brand image (51.5%).



Cultural Differences

Dogl and Holtbrugge (2014) discovered through their corporate environmental responsibility study in China, Germany, India, and the United States, that assumed cross-national differences in perceptions were immaterial, e.g., for green strategies and culture; green technology and products, etc. The authors reasoned that in China and India, due to significant increases in wages for the researched cohort (employees of different corporations), once basic needs are satisfied, considerations relating to environmental issues become more relevant. Thus, in general, while cultural differences prevail, globalization also leads to a convergence of cultural values in the business context, especially for globally operating firms.



Hierarchy Level

Reis et al. (2017) revealed that authenticity in the workplace was contingent on employees’ gender, age, and hierarchical levels. In particular, the higher the hierarchy level and the older the employees (male or female), the greater was their appreciation for authenticity in the workplace.




Mediators

Several studies have identified relationships that were mediated by different variables. Although it is impossible to generalize such mediating relationships to other antecedents, it seems to be a repetitive theme that individual perceptions play a role in how individuals perceive certain attributes of employer attractiveness. App and Buettgen (2016), found that the relationship between POS/PSS and employer brand commitment is mediated by perceived brand prestige. The mediating role of affective commitment toward employer brands was also confirmed by Fernandez-Lores et al. (2016).



Consequences of Employer Attractiveness

The outcomes of internally perceived employer attractiveness can be positive word-of-mouth, retention, positive work attitudes, compensation expectations, or performance, which are discussed in this section. In several studies, employer brand(ing) or attractiveness was identified as a mediator. The consequences of such a constellation are also included here.


Performance

Employees’ performance as a positive outcome of employer attractiveness can be seen two-fold. On an individual level, Hamidizadeh and Fadardi (2019) found that the different dimensions of employers’ brands increase employee productivity. On an organizational level, Tumasjan et al. (2019), and Urbancova and Hudakova (2017), confirmed the positive aspects of employers’ brand orientation or branding on firms’ performance (financial).



Positive Work Attitudes

Employees’ commitment and engagement, job satisfaction, psychological attachment, absenteeism (reverse), and brand citizen behaviors have been studied as outcomes of internally perceived employer attractiveness in numerous cases. The study by Schlager et al. (2011) was one of the first, to draw a conclusion on the importance of delivering value to employees, that would enhance their levels of satisfaction and result in their identification with their employers, since it leads to positive business consequences (customers’ experiences in employee–customer interactions). Taking this further, Tanwar and Prasad (2016) focused on the key dimensions of employer branding and empirically examined the impact of its different dimensions on job satisfaction. Sahu et al. (2018) discovered that transformational leadership had a positive influence on employees’ intentions to leave, and was mediated by both, employer engagement and employer branding.



Compensation Expectations

Employees’ compensation expectations are a critical factor in employee engagement. Bussin and Mouton (2019)’s study indicates that there is a correlation between employees’ perceptions of employer branding in their own organizations and their willingness to work for lower salary and benefits, which also increases.



Retention

Aspects of retention (turnover or search intentions and turnover behavior) are the most studied consequences of employer attractiveness or its antecedents. The results of Kashyap and Rangnekar (2016a)’s study indicate that employer brand perceptions significantly mediate the relationship between servant leadership styles and employees’ turnover intentions. These findings indicate that servant style leadership followed by leaders, helps in creating and reinforcing a strong employer brand image in the minds of existing employees, which in turn, influences their decision to extend their association with their organizations. Other studies too, have indicated that POS or organizational brand equity positively influence employee retention or decrease their turnover intentions, mediated by organizational commitment (Arasanmi and Krishna, 2019; Bareket-Bojmel and Shuv-Ami, 2019).



Word-of-Mouth or Referrals

While research on employer attractiveness and word-of-mouth has been mainly driven by Van Hoye and Lievens (2007), Van Hoye and Lievens (2009) their focus has been on job seekers, and not on employees. Recently, four studies conducted research on the perspectives of employees. Van Hoye (2013) confirmed that the desire to help job seekers find good-fitting jobs and organizations to find good-fitting employees, as well as individuals’ job satisfaction, correlate with positive or negative referrals. In light of new technological capabilities, Dabirian et al. (2017) conducted a study on employer branding, by structuring seven value propositions for employer branding – social, interest, application, development, economic, management, and work-life balance – into true motivators and hygiene factors. Charbonnier-Voirin et al. (2017) and Uen et al. (2015) also found a positive correlation between employer attractiveness and positive word-of-mouth.





DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS


Discussion

This study’s objective was to summarize and integrate the evidence on what drives internally perceived employer attractiveness as well as its consequences, particularly when employees perceive the organizations they are working for, as attractive employers. First, the main finding relates to the availability of only a few studies, that have researched employer attractiveness with actual employees. However, what can now be said is, that there is a body of evidence that lends some support to the view that high levels of attractiveness are beneficial for employers, and that aspects of what might be considered good management and leadership practices may serve to raise attractiveness levels to increase retention or decrease turnover behaviors.

Second, since only 18 studies are available within the database of WoS (Table 1), that focus on antecedents of employer attractiveness with employees, there is limited evidence on which factors (e.g., good management practices) influence internally perceived employer attractiveness. Some evidence can be drawn from studies, wherein employer attractiveness or related concepts are mediators (Table 2). In addition, while some factors – training and development – have been studied multiple times, for others (e.g., value congruence), there is only one study in a very specific context that might not be valid for generalization. From our perspective, it is fair to say that attributes of employees’ internally perceived employer attractiveness have not been studied in the same breadth and depth as that of jobseekers.

Third, the 30 studies (Table 2) on outcomes of perceived employer attractiveness (or related concepts) focus to a large extent on turnover intentions or retention. Word-of-mouth, one of the key sources of information, especially in the digital age, has been occasionally studied with employees, but by far, not to the extent that it has been studied with potential employees. There is hardly any evidence on what factors drive positive word-of-mouth in relation to perceived employer attractiveness.

Fourth, based on the antecedents and outcomes, it can be concluded that employer attractiveness, organizational commitment, and organizational identification are somewhat related concepts since their constructs appear to have similar antecedents and consequences. However, as on now, this is an assumption that needs to be verified.

Fifth, although research on existing employees has been picking up during the last few years, regional and industry focus is very limited. Among the few existing studies, most have been conducted in India’s IT sector, which provides good insights on organizations with strong demands for labor and high turnover rates. However, it remains unclear whether their results can be generalized, or if in less dynamic working environments, the perceptions of employees are different. Moreover, the fact that only a few empirical studies have been published in top management journals indicates the immaturity of the field.

Despite our careful identification and comprehensive integration of extant literature, there were limitations that need to be acknowledged. First, we reviewed only journal publications in English, and omitted book chapters, books and other scientific contributions not included in the database of WoS. Second, having restricted our research to certain search terms, we cannot, therefore, be sure of having captured all relevant studies, although our search should have ensured that any study with the word “employer attractiveness” in the abstract or title was captured. Third, we decided to omit from our literature review any publications, whose focus was either too narrow or different on the basis of our academic judgment, which could have potentially influenced our findings.



Future Research Directions

Our synthesis of evidence has highlighted important gaps in knowledge, revealing that out of the 279 empirical studies on employer attractiveness, 227 focused on potential employees, whereas only 52 focused to some extent on existing employees. Hence, most of the knowledge accumulated over the past 20 years is based on the external perspective of employer brands. When Ambler and Barrow (1996) published their first study titled “The Employer Brand,” and with that, laid the base for future research on the topic, they had already pointed out that the employer brand is highly relevant for both, potential and existing employees. Therefore, the field of employer attractiveness through the eyes of its employees, provides a high potential for future research, given the fact, that there are indications that potential employees, especially students’ perceptions of employer attractiveness will be different from those of experienced employees (Lievens, 2007; Reis et al., 2017). Some of the identified gaps are described below.


Antecedents of Employer Attractiveness

We need to have a better understanding of the factors that influence internally perceived employer attractiveness, especially when it comes to variables, such as products or industry, that are more on the business side of an organization. The research by Roongrerngsuke and Liefooghe (2013) and Lievens (2007) indicate to some extent, that the brands of companies, their symbolic attributes, as well as attributes beyond human resource activities and leadership, are relevant for the perception of attractiveness. Especially in times of industry disruption (e.g., from fuel cars to electronic vehicles, or from banking counters to apps), we need to understand more about how such factors impact the employer brands of potential as well as existing employees, but mostly, existing employees, since most organizations rely on the fact that their employees will help them to manage the change. A current study by Deepa and Baral (2019) found that among the 40 employer brand attributes perceived by current employees, “Organizations’ focus on innovative products and services” ranked #11, while “Organization’s focus on environmental and CSR activities” ranked #35. Furthermore, Moser et al. (2017)’s study indicated that the legitimacy of founders in the context of new ventures, had a significant positive effect on organizational attractiveness for job seekers. Since traditional companies are striving to become more innovative, so as to attract and retain talent with an entrepreneurial mindset, we need to have a better understanding of the extent to which, having an entrepreneurial direct boss or CEO would increase employer attractiveness. Are there entrepreneurial “pockets” within an organization? Does it make sense for managements to create such pockets by evaluating the entrepreneurial spirit of candidates? Are employees more attracted to the company brand, industry, CEO of a company, or direct boss? The results of such research would help us to focus better on our HR activities, as well as help organizations to achieve their strategic goals.



Influence of Moderators on the Attractiveness of Employers

Since only a few moderators were studied with regard to existing employees, we do not have enough knowledge on how the activities of internal employer branding are perceived in different contexts. For example, we considered the role of moderators in corporate communications related to employment offers, as being an important field of research. Milman and Dickson (2014) identified corporate communications as one of the key antecedents of employee retention in their study on theme parks in the United States, which tested several antecedents, such as work environment or training opportunities, that also influence employer attractiveness. We need to accumulate more knowledge on how such communications are perceived to better understand how the phenomenon of employer attractiveness is formed and influenced through different communication channels at different hierarchical levels, genders, generations, or years with an organization.



Specific Organizational Settings

Further studies that focus on internally perceived employer attractiveness, or longitudinal studies that examine the impact of initiatives aimed at changing internally perceived attractiveness would also serve to further develop this field. To the best of our knowledge, none of the studies on internally perceived employer attractiveness have examined interventions, such as training and development programs, or specifically focused on raising internally perceived employer attractiveness, which represents a significant gap in our knowledge. It would be useful to gain further insights into which interventions have the most impact, and under what conditions. Studies that apply and contextualize more generic frameworks relating to employer attractiveness to different organizational settings would also be welcome since the studies included were partially conducted in a very unique setting like the Belgian Army.



Longitudinal Studies

Many companies are currently redefining their business models through mergers and acquisitions, and its consequence will be the addition of new segments or product lines, which will have a major impact on how an organization is perceived as an employer by current employees and employees that are acquired, or those, who will be leaving the organization due to a carve-out. A study of antecedent variables in such contexts would enrich the understanding of employer attractiveness and provide managers with crucial information.



Comparing Levels of the Research Unit and Target Groups

Further studies that investigate attributes at different levels – individual, team, and organizational – would shed additional light on the concept of internally perceived employer attractiveness. Since existing research has been conducted at the individual level, it has not considered how attractiveness levels within and across teams could vary. It would also be useful to acquire additional knowledge about whether people are more attracted by their jobs, work teams, organizations, or professions. What role does social capital, that employees have built up during their career, play in the perception of employer brands? What is more important for retention: job, team, or organizational attractiveness? Since only one study has compared existing and potential employees in the special setup of the Belgian Army (Lievens, 2007), we recommend more comparative research that would distinguish between potential and actual applicants, as well as existing employees. This would enhance organizations’ targeting of their audiences, according to their needs.

As an area for research and practice, employer attractiveness as perceived by employees, continues to show significant promise. There is much scope for further research that would seek to develop and extend current conceptualizations and theorizations of attractiveness through investigations that take greater account of existing employees’ perceptions.




Implications for Managers and Organizations

Looking at the challenges faced by certain industries or regions related to the shortage of skilled labor, keeping employees attracted to organizations as employers, becomes even more relevant for the future profitability and growth of organizations. With higher transparency in social media, e.g., LinkedIn, what happens “for real” inside organizations becomes more and more transparent. While the signaling theory has been the main driver for discussions on employer branding for the past 20 years, what if “signaling” is replaced by “knowing” what takes place inside organizations? This would mean that employees become the main ambassadors of organizations, and employer branding will increasingly be taken over by the communications or non-communications of the people working within organizations. This would mean that employer branding needs to be targeted more toward employees, and less toward potential employees, which at present is rare.
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India, China,
Thailand

Belgium

@Studlies are listed by the year of publication from latest to earliest, in alphabetical order.

bStudy focused on both, potential and existing employees.

Dependent variables

Organisational
attractiveness

Ranking of brand
personalities

Employer attractiveness

Employer brand

Employer brand
Employer attractiveness

Employer of choice

Employer attractiveness

Employer brand

Employer brand
commitment

Employer brand(ing):
attraction, retention;
brand loyalty and
employee engagement;
performance

Long-term orientation,
enthusiasm with
employer brand
Employee-based-
brand-equity, brand
endorsement, brand
allegiance, brand
consistent behaviour

Employer branding

Employer brand

Hospital attractiveness

Employer attractiveness

Employer attractiveness

Input factors and moderators

Antecedents: different attributes of employer
brand (economic value, development value,
social value, work value and employer
reputation)

Different personality traits based on the brand
personality dimensions; social media presence

Antecedents: Happiness at work (HAW),
High-performance organisation (HPO)

Antecedent: Talent management, e.g., fair
rewards and remunerates, work-life-balance,
attraction and recniting of talent

Antecedents: talent management programs

Word-of-mouth and crowdsourcing

Antecedents: work culture (belongingness, fun
work culture, opportunities for growth builds
self-esteem, encourages creativity), company
brand; stakeholder proposition, compensation
and benefits, performance management, career
anchors

Antecedents: workplace authenticity
Moderators: gender, age, hierarchical level
Antecedents: healthy work atmosphere, training
and development, work-life-balance, ethics,
CSR, compensation and benefits
Antecedents: perceived organisational support
(POS) and perceived supervisory support (PSS)
Mediators: brand distinctiveness, brand
prestige, brand trust

Antecedents: realistic job previews, perceived
organisational support (POS), eqity in reward
administration, perceived organisational
prestige, organisational trust, leadership of top
management, psychological contract
obligation, corporate social responsibility (CSR)
Antecedents: Sensory, intellectual, emotional
experience Mediator: affective commitment
toward employer brand

Antecedents: government and policy
uncertainties, macroeconomic uncertainties,
resources and services uncertainties, product
‘and market demand uncertainties, competition
uncertainties, technology uncertainties
Mediators: perceived environmental uncertainty
onafim’s performance Moderators: people —
average age, years in the firm, age as middle
managers, organisations- years of operation,
number of employees

Antecedents: intrapreneurship, knowledge
management, total quality management
Mediator: learning organisation

Antecedents: Compeitive pay and facilties,
work-fife-balance, challenging and interesting
work, work environment - relationship with
peers and supervisor, skills utiization, job
security, recognition of potential, moral
practices of managers, transparent company
policies, training and development, kept
promises, company brand, hierarchical
position, contributing to organisational
objectives, office infrastructure, duty hours,
quick growth, stretched assignment,
emotionally connecting with organisation and
job, transferabilty of the job Moderators: age;
gender; sector, hierarchical position
Antecedents: economic attributes (pay and
financial benefits, security), relational attributes
(organisational support, leader support,
work-life balance), professional attributes
(hospital prestige, professional development
opportunities)

Antecedents: Compeitive rewards, company’s
brand and image, organisation’s stabilty and
sustainability, job stability and security, job fit,
job’s content/challenging job, good physical
working conditions, position and status,
supportive colleagues, learning and growth
opportunities, career development and
advancement, convenient location Moderators:
generation/age, Baby Boomer; cultural
differences

Antecedents: job or organisational
characteristics (Social/team activities, physical
activities, structure, advancement travel
opportunities, pay and benefits, job security,
educational opportunities, task diversity) and
symbolic trait inferences (sincerity, excitement,
cheerfulness, competence, prestige,
ruggedness)
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Author(s) (year)

Arasanmi and
Kiishna (2019)

Bareket-Bojmel and
Shuv-Ami (2019)

Bussin and Mouton
(2019)

Deepa and Baral
(2019)

Hamidizadeh and
Fadardi (2019)

Slatten et al. (2019)

Tumasjan et al.
(2019)

Davies et al. (2018)

De Stobbeleir et al
(2018)

Hoppe (2018)

Kashyap and
Verma (2018)

Matongolo et al.
(2018)

Mohamad et al,
(2018)

Sahu et al. (2018)

Ul Hadi and Ahmed
(2018)

Charbonnier-Voirin
etal. (2017)

Guerrero and
Challol-Jeanblanc
(2017)

Urbancova and
Hudakova (2017)

Ardakani et al.
(2016)

Kashyap and
Rangnekar (2016b)

Kashyap and
Rangnekar (20162)

Tanwar and Prasad

(2016)

Uen et al. (2015)

Dogl and

Holtbrugge (2014)

Hanin et al. (2013)

Ito et al. (2013)

Van Hoye (2013)

Schiager et al.
(2011)

Davies (2008)

Lievens et al. (2007)

Journal

Industrial and
Commercial Training

International Journal of
Manpower

South African Journal
of Economic and
Management Sciences
Journal of
Organisational
Effectiveness-People
and Performance

Human Systems
Management

BMC Health Services
Research

Human Resource
Management

Journal of
Organisational
Effectiveness-People
and Performances.

International Journal of
Human Resource
Management

Journal of Product and
Brand Management

International Journal of
Organisational Analysis

Industrial and
Commercial Training

International Food
Research Journal

Leadership &
Organisation
Development Journal
Administrative Sciences
Canadian Journal of

Administrative Sciences

Personnel Review

Economics & Sociology

Iranian Journal of
Management Studies

Global Business
Review
Review of Managerial
Science

Management Decision

Asia Pacific Journal of
Human Resources

International Journal of
Human Resource
Management

Psychologica Belgica

Career Development
International

Human Performance

Journal Of Services
marketing

European Journal of
Marketing

British Journal of
Management

Country

New Zealand

Israel

South Africa

India

Iran

Norway

Germany

United Kingdom

Belgium

Germany

India

Uganda
Malaysia

India

Pakistan

Canada

France

Czechia

Iran

India

India

India

Taiwan

Multiple

Belgium

Canada

Belgium

Multiple

United Kingdom

Belgium

Dependent variables

Employee retention

Turnover intention

Compensation
expectation, retention

Employee engagement

Employee retention,
employee productivity

Tumover intention,
employee engagement,
services quality
provision

Firm performance

Employee engagement

Employee absenteeism

Brand citizen behaviour

Employee tumnover
intention

Talent retention

Employee retention

Employees' intention to
leave, employer brand,
psychological
attachment

Employee retention

Organisational
identification, positive
word-of-mouth
Turnover intention

Employee retention,
employee motivation,
financial performance

Human resource
productivty job
satisfaction, turnover
intention, organisational
citizenship behaviour
(OCB), job involvernent)

Turnover intention

Employee turnover
intention, employer
brand

Job satisfaction

Positive word-of-mouth
by employees

Employee commitment

Affective commitment

Retrospective
satisfaction, affective
commitment, intention
to search

Positive or negative
referrals

Employees’ satisfaction
and identification with
the company
Perceived
differentiation, affinity,
satisfaction and loyalty
Employee identification

4Studies are listed by the year of publication from latest to earliest, in alphabetical order.
bStudy focused on both, potential and existing employees.

Input factors and moderators

Antecedents: perceived organisational support
(POS) as dimension of employer attractiveness
Mediator: organisational commitment
Antecedents: organisational brand equity Mediator:
organisational commitment

Antecedents: employer brand perceptions

Antecedents: different dimensions of employer
brand - economic value (e.g., salary and
compensation), development value (e.g., career
growth opportunities, empowerment to take
decisions, opportunities to develop new skills
through training), social value (e.g., culture of
supportive and encouraging colleagues, culture of
supportive leadership), work value (periodic
feedback on performance, adequate resources to
perform on the job), employer reputation
(organisation's focus on environmental and CSR
activities, organisation's focus on high quality
products and/or services, organisation's focus on
innovative products and/or services)
Antecedents: different dimensions of employer
brand (economic value, development value, social
value, work value and employer reputation)
Mediators: orgarnisational identity, job satisfaction,
organisation commitment

Antecedents: internal market-oriented cultures
(IMOC), ie. frontline-focused culture Mediator:
organisational attractiveness

Antecedents: employer brand orientation Mediator:
positive affective climate (employees only)
Antecedents: employee views of corporate brand
image Mediators: employee satisfaction
Moderators: age, experience gender, whether the
ole involved customer contact

Antecedents: internal employer brand perceptions
(job content, career development, social
atmosphere, financial rewards, and work-life
balance)

Antecedents: perceived employer brand image
Mediators: corporate brand identification
Antecedents: different dimensions of employer
brand (interest value, social value, development
value, application value, economic value)
Antecedents: reward strategy, people
oriented-ness, leadership and development
Antecedents: employer brand dimensions
(organisation, individual, growth)

Antecedents: transformational leadership
Mediators: employee engagement, employer
branding

Antecedents: different dimensions of employer
brand (application, development, interest value)
work-lffe-balance

Antecedents: value congruence Mediators:
employer brand

Antecedents: perceived external prestige (PEP)
Moderator: ex ante i-deals

Antecedents: knowledge continuity, talent
management, age management, diversity
management, Career Management Mediator:
employer brand Moderators: business sector,
majority ownership (national vs. international), size
of organisation, number of employees, gender
Antecedents: Diversity Management Mediators:
Organisational attractiveness, organisational justice,
social identity

Antecedents: different dimensions of employer
brand Mediator: trust

Antecedents: servant leadership, employer brand
perception Mediators: level of trust employees
placed in their leaders and employer brand
perception

Antecedents: different dimensions of employer
brand (Training and development, reputation,
diversity, work-life-balance, Corporate Social
Responsibility CSR, organisational culture
Moderators: gender

Antecedents: employer brand management
Mediators: organisational prestige (internal and
external)

Antecedents: green strategy culture, green
technology and products, green recruitment and
evaluation, green communication Moderators:
environmental reputation, cultural differences
(developed vs. developing countries)
Antecedents: different dimensions of employer
brand (employment experience and employment
offering) Mediators: perceived organisational
support and psychological contract violation
Antecedents: employer brand attributes (pay,
flexibilty, security, development, promotion, values)
Moderators: from entry to exit, age, between
managers and staff

Antecedents: help job seekers find good-ftting
jobs/avoid bad-fitting jobs, help the organisation
find good-fitting employees/avoid bad-fitting
employees, job satisfaction or dissatisfaction
Antecedents: different dimensions of employer
brand (economic, development, social, diversity
and reputation value)

Antecedents: different dimension of employer brand

Antecedents: perceived identity dimensions,
construed external image dimensions
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