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Occupation-specific 
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occupational (non-)fit, employer 
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Organizations may need to attract occupational groups they did not recruit 

so far to implement strategic changes (e.g., digital transformation). Against 

the backdrop of this practical problem, this study introduces and explores 

an occupation-based measure of person-organization fit: occupational fit. 

I  investigate its relationship with employer attractiveness based on human 

capital theory and explore the role of employer image as a moderator in this 

relationship. I  surveyed 153 software engineers and mechanical engineers 

to analyze whether their occupational fit with software engineering and 

mechanical engineering firms is related to employer attractiveness. I find that 

occupational fit is only related to a firm’s employer attractiveness among 

software engineers. Employer image does not moderate this relationship. A 

qualitative follow-up study proposes first explanations for the unexpected 

differences between the two occupations by indicating that occupations 

may differ in the logic they apply to determine fit and their degree of 

professionalization. The study contributes to research by highlighting the 

neglected role of occupation in recruitment research and exploring potential 

boundary conditions of recruitment for fit. Implications for future research 

and practice are discussed.
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Introduction

During the digital transformation, software development has metamorphosed from a 
purchased service product into a vital core competency for many firms. This forces many 
organizations to adapt their workforce. Volkswagen, for instance, announced to create 2,000 
additional jobs in the fields of software technology and electronic architecture (Paroway, 2020). 
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However, creating jobs and filling the created vacancies are two 
different things. Like many other German technology firms, 
Volkswagen is a pre-digital company, i.e., it had been established 
before the digital age but now strives to hire employees in digital 
occupations. Hiring employees in digital occupations entails a 
matching problem on the labor market: The targeted job seekers do 
not perceive Volkswagen as a potential employer since they 
primarily associate the firm with mechanics and hardware 
production instead of software development. This picture of a 
pre-digital company does not fit with their digital occupation. This 
example leads to the question: Which role does an ‘occupational’ fit 
between job seeker and potential employer play in recruitment?

Job seekers’ occupation belongs to the less prominent 
characteristics studied in the literature on fit in recruitment, 
although occupations undeniably are closely linked to the working 
context and hence to employment decisions. We know that an 
occupational group commonly has a shared set of knowledge, 
skills, and abilities (KSAs) and values and a shared identity 
(Dierdorff and Morgeson, 2007; Skorikov and Vondracek, 2011; 
Dengler et  al., 2016). Researchers frequently use these three 
categories of characteristics—KSAs, values, and identity—
separately as content dimensions to operationalize fit (e.g., value-
based person-organization fit) in the recruitment context (Kristof-
Brown and Guay, 2011). Interestingly, although occupation 
conceptually comprises these dimensions, I found no study that 
has considered occupation as a content dimension of person-
organization fit. Research has hardly paid attention to practice-
oriented questions such as how to attract specific types of 
employees. It is thus unknown whether and how job seekers’ 
individual differences influence employer attractiveness in 
occupational training or education, and we  lack comparisons 
between different groups of job seekers (Breaugh, 2013; Evertz and 
Süß, 2017). We thus lack research on occupations in recruitment 
and, more specifically, on ‘occupational’ fit.

While we lack knowledge on occupations in recruitment, 
we  know much about fit measures. Many researchers have 
researched different fit measures, some closely related to 
‘occupational’ fit (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). On the one hand, 
research on person-vocation fit scrutinizes the match between 
persons’ interests and their occupational career choice based on 
vocational theories. On the other hand, investigations on 
person-job fit assess the match between persons’ KSAs and the 
jobs and tasks they (expect to) perform at work. However, to my 
knowledge, no investigation has tackled the problem of 
Volkswagen mentioned above and scrutinized the (non-)fit 
between the occupation of potential employees and the 
‘occupation’ job seekers associate with an organization. 
Therefore, I try to fill this gap by studying the fit between job 
seekers’ occupation (reflecting their KSAs, values, and shared 
identity) and the ‘occupation’ of an organization, i.e., the tasks 
and jobs they expect to perform within the organization. Hence, 
I combine elements of person-vocation fit and person-job fit to 
create ‘occupational fit’ as a new measure of person-
organization fit.

We do not know whether occupational (non-)fit—i.e., a match 
(or mismatch) between job seekers’ occupation and the occupation 
job seekers associate with the firm—substantially affects job 
seekers’ evaluation of employer attractiveness. Also, we do not 
know whether every occupational group includes occupational fit 
in their employment decision and, more generally, whether an 
occupation is a valid criterion to distinguish between recruitment 
target groups. We also do not know whether—like in the example 
of Volkswagen—firms’ efforts to recruit strategically relevant yet 
newly targeted occupational groups might be compromised by 
occupational non-fit and, if so, what employers could do to 
mitigate adverse effects. This lack of knowledge creates a blind 
spot in explaining job seekers’ employment decisions and ignores 
the potential additional explanatory value of occupation as a 
dimension of person-organization fit. Furthermore, it impedes 
our ability to validly anticipate the consequences of strategic 
recruitment decisions, such as a shift in target groups.

To fill this gap, this study introduces the concept ‘occupational 
fit’ as an interaction between a person’s occupation and the 
corresponding characteristic of the firm, i.e., ‘firm occupation.’ In 
a very early phase of their employment search, when no previous 
employment-related interaction between job seeker and 
organization had occurred, firm occupation reflects job seekers’ 
expectations of the tasks and jobs performed within the 
organization. This leads to the association of specific occupational 
group(s) performing these tasks and jobs. For example, Google, a 
company primarily known for its sophisticated and helpful search 
algorithms used in daily life, is likely to be associated with the 
software engineering occupation because employees from this 
occupation have the necessary skills to perform the tasks necessary 
to develop such algorithms. Thus, when software engineers are 
asked to rate Google as a potential employer, they may perceive 
themselves as a good “fit” to the company. In contrast, job seekers 
from a different occupation (e.g., mechanical engineering) may 
perceive a non-fit, since they do not envision themselves capable 
of performing those tasks. Whether and to what extent job seekers 
base their evaluation of employer attractiveness on ‘occupational 
fit’ is so far unclear. This study aims to fill this gap by examining 
the relationship between ‘occupational fit’ and attractiveness.

To embed the investigation on occupational fit in existing 
knowledge about the evaluation of attractiveness, I  introduce 
employer image as moderating variable. Besides perceptions of 
fit, image is one of the most critical factors influencing employer 
attractiveness (Uggerslev et al., 2012). In the case of job seekers 
depreciating occupational non-fit, employers high in image 
ratings may be curious whether they can nevertheless rely on the 
positive impact of their image. Based on the above example, 
I assume that software engineers might be less inclined to apply 
for a job at the ‘mechanical’ Volkswagen company caused by their 
occupational non-fit. Volkswagen, however, may want to know 
whether it can overcome this hurdle by capitalizing on its strong 
positive employer image. Hence, I  will additionally study 
employer image as a variable potentially interacting with 
occupational fit.
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Based on data from two quantitative online surveys (pre-study 
and main study) among German software engineers and 
mechanical engineers and a qualitative post-study, this study 
contributes to existing knowledge in two ways. First, it extends the 
literature on person-organization fit by proposing occupation as 
an additional content dimension for fit assessment in the decisive 
early phase of job search. Occupation of both job seeker and 
organization is an easily accessible characteristic (Miller, 2013), 
making it a valuable and straightforward tool for fit assessment, 
although job seekers may only have limited information about the 
employer. This distinguishes the content dimension occupation 
from hitherto known dimensions of person-organization fit, like 
values or identity, since their assessment requires a more profound 
examination of a potential employer. Also, I extend the range of 
job seekers’ individual differences relevant for job search by 
focusing this study on the yet neglected criterion ‘occupation.’ The 
study thereby helps to solve the puzzle on what information job 
seekers use to make inferences about employers in the early stage 
of recruitment, as Breaugh (2013) requested in his review on 
employee recruitment. Second, this study creates awareness for 
potential boundary conditions of recruitment for fit. On the one 
hand, it discovers that it is yet unclear whether employer image 
amplifies or weakens the positive (negative) effect of fit (non-fit). 
However, since image and person-organization fit belong to the 
most important antecedents of employer attractiveness (Uggerslev 
et  al., 2012), future research needs to determine which 
circumstances guarantee a positive effect of image. On the other 
hand, this article points to the challenges of the flip side of 
recruiting for fit, which is ‘non-fit’ recruitment. A large body of 
research investigates the nature and consequences of recruitment 
for person-organization fit (Kristof-Brown and Guay, 2011). 
However, it neglects that employers may need to address non-fit 
target groups specifically, frequently for strategic reasons. This, of 
course, has different implications than recruitment for fit and 
challenges the predominant paradigm of fit-oriented recruitment.

Theoretical background and 
hypotheses

Employer attractiveness and fit theory

In times of strategic changes, recruitment holds the 
challenging task to ensure the organization’s supply with 
employees who possess the KSAs to enact its new strategy (Gilch 
and Sieweke, 2021), which may afford to recruit a new 
occupational target group. Attractiveness, a central determinant 
of recruitment outcomes, deserves specific attention in this 
context. Attractiveness signifies “the degree in which a person 
favorably perceives an organization as a place to work” (Rynes, 
1991). It reflects job seekers’ attitudes towards employers. Previous 
research has shown that attractiveness precedes many variables 
that determine recruitment success (Chapman et  al., 2005; 
Uggerslev et al., 2012). For example, attractiveness directly affects 

job seekers’ intention to apply (Thoms et  al., 2004) and their 
intention to pursue the application process (Lee et  al., 2013). 
Attractiveness indirectly benefits the employer by enhancing 
recommendation intention (Ritz and Waldner, 2011; Tsai et al., 
2015), the accuracy of information recall, and job seekers’ 
motivation to engage with the company (Walker et al., 2012). 
Recruiters thus strive to provoke positive attractiveness 
evaluations among potential applicants.

One of the most important antecedents of attractiveness is 
person-organization fit (Uggerslev et al., 2012). Fit describes a 
state of alignment of an individual’s characteristics and 
organizational characteristics (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). Person-
environment fit is one of the most frequently applied theoretical 
perspectives to elucidate the relationship between job seekers’ 
characteristics and an employer (van Vianen, 2018). The roots of 
the notion of fit lie in interactional psychology, where positive 
outcomes result from the interaction between person and 
environment (Kristof-Brown and Guay, 2011). The most 
fundamental principles underlying fit theory are that (a) outcomes 
can more reliably be predicted by fit than by the single components 
of fit and (b) a match between personal and environmental 
characteristics provokes the most favorable outcomes (van Vianen, 
2018). This matching of personal and environmental 
characteristics has been subject to numerous studies in the 
recruitment context where job seekers compare their 
characteristics with characteristics of potential employers to 
determine whether fit is present or not. In this context, we know 
various types of person-environment fit, with person-vocation fit, 
person-job fit, and person-organization fit being the most 
prominent examples.

Individuals base their evaluation of fit on several content 
dimensions. They compare their characteristics with the 
characteristics they attribute to the employer within a specific 
dimension, determining fit or non-fit (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). 
Among the dimensions frequently applied to various types of fit 
are preferences, needs, personality, identity, values, and KSAs 
(Kristof-Brown et  al., 2005; Su et  al., 2015). Generally, fit can 
be operationalized on any range of personal characteristics and 
organizational characteristics (Harrison, 2007; Kristof-Brown and 
Guay, 2011). In the recruitment context, content dimensions 
commonly relate to the work environment (Kristof-Brown et al., 
2005; Kristof-Brown and Guay, 2011). An example of this is the 
value-based measurement of person-organization fit founded on 
the influence of values on job seekers’ attitudes and their 
prospective colleagues’ attitudes.

Occupation as a new content dimension 
of fit

Occupation, the subject of this study, has not served as a 
content dimension of fit so far. However, it has the power to 
differentiate individuals along three established content 
dimensions (KSAs, values, and identity) and substantially relates 
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to the work environment. First, occupational groups differ from 
each other by their KSAs, since an occupation includes “both 
technical or procedural expertise and the normative and 
prescriptive principles” (Alutto et  al., 1971) and enables 
individuals to execute “jobs that share extensive commonalities in 
their required skills and tasks” (Dengler et  al., 2016). Second, 
occupational groups gather individuals with similar values. 
Because individuals attempt to match their occupation with their 
self-concept, they choose occupations that match their values 
(Super, 1953; Kristof, 1996; Holland, 1997; Su et al., 2015). Studies 
on person-vocation fit and vocational choice have proved this 
relationship (Kristof, 1996; Elias et al., 2018). Third, occupations 
differentiate between job seekers according to their social identity 
since individuals acquire an occupational identity through formal 
education, task-specific learning by doing, and exposure to the 
occupational peer group (Mason and Mudrack, 1996; Gibbons 
and Waldman, 2004; Miller, 2013). Acting and learning in their 
occupational social context provide them with occupation-specific 
experiences and social resources such as information, influence, 
and status over time that shape their identity (Lin, 2001). 
Occupation thus is a composite of three established content 
dimensions of person-organization fit (KSAs, values, and identity). 
Beyond that, occupation comprises the interactions and 
intersections between its composites and thereby reflects the 
unique experiences that shape individuals’ perceptions of a 
particular occupation. Moreover, occupation is by nature closely 
linked to the work environment of individuals and hence fulfills 
the criteria of a content dimension of person-organization fit.

Applying the content dimension ‘occupation’ to person-
organization fit yields a measure of fit where job seekers compare 
their occupation to the occupation they associate with a potential 
employer, i.e., the jobs and tasks they expect to perform when 
working with a potential employer. I will name this type of fit 
‘occupational fit’ in the following. Occupational fit allows job 
seekers to evaluate fit based on occupation as a ‘superficial’ 
criterion instead of comparing their ‘deep-level’ characteristics, 
such as values or social identity, to corresponding employer 
characteristics. Deep-level characteristics may be hard to assess 
for job seekers in the early phase of their job search since they only 
possess limited knowledge about employers (Breaugh, 2013). In 
proposing occupational fit, I assume that job seekers heuristically 
assess information on employers by focusing on a content 
dimension that is easily accessible to them due to its close 
relatedness to the working and job searching context (Miller, 2013).

The relationship between occupational 
fit and employer attractiveness

According to fit theory, it is rewarding and thus desirable if a 
person and its environment match (Kristof, 1996; Kristof-Brown 
and Guay, 2011). The similarity-attraction paradigm explains this 
mechanism by suggesting that individuals appreciate an 
environment similar to their selves and that this similarity predicts 

attraction (Byrne, 1971, 1997) because “individuals favor stimuli 
that reinforce the logic and consistency of their world” (Montoya 
et al., 2008). Thus, the more job seekers perceive an organization 
to be  similar to their characteristics, the more attractive they 
perceive the organization as a potential employer.

Beyond this general reasoning applicable to several fit 
dimensions, human capital theory explains the relationship 
between fit and attractiveness regarding the occupational 
dimension. This complementary explanation is somewhat 
tangible: Occupational similarity promises to compensate for 
educational or training expenses and higher wages. Individuals 
usually choose to train for an occupation to enhance their human 
capital in income-generating abilities, i.e., occupation-specific 
KSAs they need to exercise an occupation to earn their living. 
Acquiring human capital implies a certain period of education, 
training, and learning, which may come at the cost of educational/
training expenses (Becker, 1994). Individuals aim to be reimbursed 
for these expenses by finding a job that best covers their expenses 
by being well-paid. Wage, in turn, increases with a worker’s level 
of occupation-specific experience as a form of human capital 
(Kambourov and Manovskii, 2009; McDonald, 2011). The level of 
occupational experience rises with the time working in a 
particular occupation by a further accumulation of occupation-
specific KSAs, which enhance working productivity (Becker, 
1994). Since occupational experience goes along with acting and 
learning in social contexts, individuals gain occupation-specific 
social resources such as information, influence, and status over 
time (Lin, 2001). By increasing a worker’s human capital, 
occupational experience implies positive outcomes for the 
individual, e.g., in terms of better chances for promotion to higher 
job ranks (Kwon and Meyersson Milgrom, 2014) or higher wages 
(Kambourov and Manovskii, 2009; Nordin et al., 2010; Sullivan, 
2010). Hence, occupational experience increases individuals’ 
ability to compensate for their investment in education and 
training by gaining higher wages. Therefore, job seekers are 
attracted to employers that offer the chance to gain as much 
occupation-specific experience as possible. Job seekers can best 
achieve this by choosing an employer that provides occupational 
fit since occupational fit signals the promise to gain experience in 
the typical jobs and tasks of the job seekers’ inherent occupation. 
I thus hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: Occupational fit is positively related to 
employer attractiveness.

The moderating effect of employer 
image

Although person-organization fit is a strong predictor of 
attractiveness, the predictive value of the employer image in the 
recruitment context may not be underestimated (Uggerslev et al., 
2012). Image “reflects an amalgamation of mental representations 
and associations regarding an organization as an employer” 
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(Lievens and Slaughter, 2016) and is fed by associations with the 
employer brand as well as with information generally linked to the 
employer, such as product or media experience (Kim et al., 2011). 
Previous findings suggest that the most critical image facets such 
as high income, attractive location, or good work-life balance are 
tangible attributes associated with an organization and reflect job 
seekers’ perception of the utilitarian value of an employer (Lievens 
and Highhouse, 2003; Tsai and Yang, 2010; Baum and Kabst, 2013; 
van Hoye et al., 2013; Yu, 2014). Thus, the image score shows how 
strongly job seekers assume that the company meets their needs 
and makes them feel comfortable. This comfortableness triggers 
loyalty with an employer during employment and prevents 
employees from leaving (Ito et al., 2013; Alshathry et al., 2017). A 
positive image thus has the power to extend job seekers’ period of 
employment. On the downside, negative image signals low 
utilitarian value to job seekers and thereby reduces their expected 
duration of stay.

Combined with the above reasoning grounded in human 
capital theory, image may alter the relationship between 
occupational fit and attractiveness. In a scenario of occupational 
fit, job seekers see the chance to increase their occupational 
experience and thereby gain higher wages to compensate for their 
investment in education and training. Compared to a negative-
image employer, job seekers expect a more extended stay at a 
positive-image employer: A positive image indicates that they feel 
the employer can fulfill their values and needs. Since this is a goal 
of the search for an employer, this fulfillment of values and needs, 
once obtained, reduces the urgency to continue the search for 
alternative employers and thereby extends employment tenure. An 
extended stay in an occupationally fitting surrounding increases 
their expected gain in occupational experience. Hence, it increases 
their ability to compensate the investment in their human capital 
to a more considerable degree than at a negative-image employer. 
Job seekers thus may find positive-image employers more valuable 
in this regard and hence more attractive. Positive-image employers 
thus benefit from occupational fit to a larger extent than negative-
image employers. I thus hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2: Employer image amplifies the positive 
relationship of occupational fit and employer attractiveness, 
such that the relationship is stronger if employer image 
is positive.

Materials and methods

Operationalization of occupational fit

This study measures occupational fit objectively and indirectly, 
which means that I  measure job seekers’ and organizational 
characteristics separately instead of directly asking job seekers 
about their fit perception. For this methodology, it is essential to 
compare the person’s and the organization’s characteristics along 
a commensurate content dimension, meaning that job seekers, for 

example, compare their values to the employer’s values or their 
personality to the personality traits associated with the employer 
(Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). Hence, I operationalize occupational 
fit as an interaction between job seekers’ occupation and ‘firm 
occupation’ since occupational fit displays an occupation-based 
match between job seekers’ and organizations’ characteristics.

While job seekers’ occupations can be  assessed 
straightforwardly, the ‘firm occupation’ assessment deserves 
special attention. Firm occupation develops by job seekers 
making inferences on the ‘occupation’ of potential employers by 
collecting various associations with an organization. From early 
childhood on, individuals implicitly learn about their 
environment by perceiving information (Koch and Stahl, 2017), 
attaching it to their mental representations (i.e., brands) of 
objects around them (McAlister and Cornwell, 2010), and storing 
it as brand knowledge (Cable and Turban, 2001). Researchers 
found various information transferred to employer brands, e.g., 
personality traits and demographic characteristics such as gender, 
age, or class (Levy, 1959; Aaker, 1997; Grohmann, 2009; 
Hohenberger and Grohs, 2020). In a similar vein, job seekers 
attribute a certain ‘firm occupation’ to an employer: From 
personal experience with a firm, its products or services, media 
coverage, or word-of-mouth, job seekers know which tasks and 
jobs are performed within an organization and can thus form an 
expectation about which occupational group works for an 
employer or has a good chance of being hired. Additionally, 
active job seekers perceive which occupation an employer is 
predominantly hiring with the aid of job advertisements. Thus, 
the ‘firm occupation’ generated from these inferences reflects the 
impression about which occupational group an organization 
mainly employs and depicts the organization-related component 
of occupational fit.

Since I chose to focus this investigation on mechanical and 
software engineering occupations, I need to identify firms with 
firm occupations that either fit or do not fit with these two 
occupations. Hence, I conduct a pre-study to identify ‘mechanical 
engineering firms’ and ‘software engineering firms’, which serve as 
stimuli for the main study.

Pre-study

Sample and procedure
Because I aimed to include four companies’ logos as stimuli in 

the main study (two mechanical engineering firms, two software 
engineering firms), I conducted a pre-study to identify firms with 
respective firm occupations. The participants of the pre-study each 
rated three out of twelve1 firms, whereby each firm’s logo served as 
a stimulus. The sample of 12 firms was selected considering two 
criteria: First, organizations had to be  ranked in well-known 

1 Firm 4 and Firm 5 had to be excluded from analysis because they 

employed the majority of respondents.
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German employer rankings such as the German Universum 
ranking and ‘arbeitgeber-ranking.de’ to ensure a certain degree of 
prominence within the target population. Second, organizations 
had to belong to either the mechanical engineering sector or the 
software engineering sector to increase the probability of finding 
firms with a clear mechanical or software engineering 
firm occupation.

As I  defined firm occupation as the “occupation mainly 
employed by the organization,” respondents rated firm occupation 
by completing the sentence “This company mainly employs….” 
The three answers provided were “… mechanical engineers,”  
“… software engineers,” and “… other occupations,” and all had to 
be  rated on a scale from 1 (“I strongly disagree”) to 7 (“I 
fully agree”).

I conducted an online-based survey among persons working 
for a large multi-national technology company and its filial 
companies distributed across several business locations within 
Germany. I provided supervisors of all levels of hierarchy from 
various mechanical and software engineering departments with 
invitation letters they could use to invite their employees to 
participate in this study. The invitation letter additionally asked 
participants to spread the survey link among their colleagues to 
increase the number of participants. In total, 223 respondents 
completed the pre-study. Of those, I excluded 64 because they 
neither had an occupational background in mechanical 
engineering nor software engineering or failed to provide this 
information. Of the remaining 159, the majority had an 
occupational background in mechanical engineering (81.1 
percent). Typical for the occupations in question (Statista Research 
Department, 2021), the majority were male (86.2 percent). 
Respondents’ ages ranged from 18 to 60 years, and 54.1 percent 
were between 21 and 30.

Results
I calculated a one-factorial ANOVA to determine which two 

firms from each category of firm occupation had the clearest firm 
occupation to best serve as stimuli for the main study. I conducted 
the ANOVA with repeated measurements for each company to see 
whether all three occupational groups (mechanical engineers, 
software engineers, other occupations) were perceived to 
be equally present or whether there is a dominant occupational 
group in the respective company. The results (cf. Table 1) show 
that the strength of the three occupational groups differs 
significantly in all companies. The firms 3, 6, 8, 10, and 12 are 
dominantly associated with the occupation ‘mechanical 
engineering’ and the firms 2, 7, 9, and 11 with ‘software 
engineering.’ Firm 1 dominantly employs ‘other occupations’ and 
is not suitable for the main study. Contrasting each firm’s mean 
score in ‘mechanical engineering’ against ‘software engineering,’ a 
comparison of absolute mean differences signals that firms 8 and 
12 had the clearest mechanical engineering firm occupation and 
firms 7 and 11 had the clearest software engineering firm 
occupation. Thus, I chose these two pairs of firms as stimuli for 
the main study.

Main study

Sample and procedure
I surveyed potential applicants (students, graduates, 

professionals) with either mechanical engineering or software 
engineering backgrounds in Germany via an online questionnaire 
to test my hypotheses. I  spread the link to the questionnaire 
together with a short note on the survey’s purpose using the social 
networks Facebook, LinkedIn, and Xing, which the target 
population strongly frequents. Additionally, I asked participants 
to spread the survey link among their peers to reach more 
potential respondents. Participants received the offer to participate 
in a lottery after completion, in which they could win no-cash 
prizes amounting to 25 euros.

Of the 481 persons who started the survey, 273 (56,76 percent) 
completed it.2 I excluded 120 responses from the sample due to 
missing values (e.g., occupation not indicated) or because they did 
not fit the targeted population (occupational background, e.g., in 
social sciences). The final sample consisted of 153 participants 
(81.7 percent male) and contained only complete datasets. The 
respondents’ age ranged from 18 to 60 years, of which 69.3 percent 
lay between 21 and 30 years. The majority (56.9 percent) had 
between one and 5 years of work experience. Despite intense 
efforts to equally address both occupational groups, the 
respondents with a background in mechanical engineering (72.6 
percent) outnumbered the software engineers.

I opted for a between-subjects design to minimize carry-over 
effects and the risk of dropouts. I programmed the survey software 
tool to randomly assign each respondent to one of the four 
organizations identified in the pre-study. Respondents thus had a 
chance of 50 percent (2 out of 4) to fall into either the fit or the 
non-fit condition. For example, a software engineer was randomly 
selected to evaluate one out of the four firms and thereby had a 
chance of 50 percent to be drawn a software engineering firm. 
While I expected each firm to be rated by 25 percent of all cases, 
actual shares ranged from 22.9 percent (35 of 153) to 26.8 percent 
(41 of 153). The unequal distribution of excluded cases causes 
deviations from perfect randomization. As stimuli, I  used the 
official logos of the four employers.

Measures
Dependent variable: I  used the attractiveness scale on the 

general attractiveness of an organization (Highhouse et al., 2003), 
shortened to three items by Baum and Kabst (2014). A sample 
item was “For me, this company would be a good place to work.” 
Respondents evaluated these items on a 7-point Likert-type scale 
ranging from 1 (“I strongly disagree”) to 7 (“I fully agree”). The 
reliability of the scale was very good (α = 0.94).

2 Among the 481 were 110 persons (22.87 percent) who dropped out 

on the first two survey pages (14 pages in total). However, high rates of 

early dropout have been found to be  common in online surveys 

(Hoerger, 2010).
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Independent variables: Consistent with related studies of fit 
measures and suggestions of interactional theory, the fit measure 
‘occupational fit’ is depicted by an interaction term between the 
two independent variables ‘firm occupation’ (derived from the 
pre-study) and ‘job seeker occupation’ (Edwards, 1994; Ehrhart 
and Ziegert, 2005; Schreurs et al., 2009). I coded firm occupation 
“0” for software engineering firms and “1” for mechanical 
engineering firms in the main study. The second component of 
occupational fit, job seeker occupation, was assessed by asking, 
“Which occupational background do you  associate with (for 
example, through education, studies or work experience)?” and 
takes the value “0” for mechanical engineering and “1” for 
software engineering. Occupational fit is present when a 
mechanical engineer evaluates a mechanical engineering firm 
(n = 58) and when a software engineer evaluates a software 
engineering firm (n = 24). The remaining two combinations, 
mechanical engineers evaluating software engineering firms 
(n = 53) and software engineers evaluating mechanical engineering 
firms (n = 18), belong to the non-fit condition.

Moderator: Employer image was measured using the eight-
item scale from Collins (2007) and Collins and Stevens (2002) in 
the form used by Baum and Kabst (2013). It comprises items such 
as above-average income, attractive working locations, or good 
opportunities for advancement. I  excluded the item “This 
company offers exactly the job I want” ex-post since it semantically 
relates too closely to attractiveness. Item deletion increased 
reliability from α = 0.903 to α = 0.908.

Control variables: I  checked for the potential confounding 
effects of several covariates. Unless stated otherwise, all items were 
measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (“I 
strongly disagree”) to 7 (“I fully agree”). First, I included employer 

familiarity and reputation due to their effect on attractiveness 
(Cable and Turban, 2001; Yu and Davis, 2019). Employer 
familiarity is “the level of awareness that a job seeker has of an 
organization” (Cable and Turban, 2001). I used a brand familiarity 
scale of product brand research origin from Delgado-Ballester 
et al. (2012) and adapted it to the recruitment context (Lievens 
et al., 2005). The three scale items (α = 0.87) are “This company is 
familiar to me,” “I have heard something about this company,” and 
“I know this company.” Employer reputation, which is defined as 
“a job seeker’s beliefs about the public’s affective evaluation of the 
organization” (Cable and Turban, 2001), was measured by a four-
item scale (α = 0.94) from school context (Collins, 2007; Baum and 
Kabst, 2014), which I adapted to the working context. A sample 
item was “My friends have high regard for this company as an 
employer.” Third, I controlled for age, gender, and work experience 
(all dummy-coded). To provide their age, participants assigned 
themselves to one out of five age categories: less than 20 years old; 
21–30 years old; 31–40; 41–50; 51–60. For gender, women were 
coded “0” and men “1.” Work experience was measured in the 
three categories “less than one year,” “1–5 years,” and “more than 
five years.” Potential company-specific effects are captured by 
including three firm dummy variables.

Analysis
I inspected the data for potential bias from common method 

variance to ensure data quality. Common method variance was 
accounted for both procedurally and statistically as proposed by 
Podsakoff et al. (2003). Data was collected from different sources 
to avoid common source effects: Pre-study participants provided 
information about firm occupation, whereas main study 
participants provided data for the other independent variables and 

TABLE 1 Results of firm occupation analysis (pre-study).

“Mainly employed occupation” Contrast 
mechanical vs. 

software 
engineers

Mechanical 
engineers

Software 
engineers Other occupations ANOVA (repeated)*

Firm N Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD df F p Absolute mean 
difference**

Dominant occupation: mechanical engineering

8 44 5.27 1.66 2.55 1.27 4.48 1.52 (2, 86) 42.08 <0.001 2.73

12 41 5.85 1.17 3.78 1.29 4.66 1.17 (2, 80) 44.47 <0.001 2.07

10 38 6.13 0.99 4.63 1.63 4.74 1.55 (2, 74) 17.81 <0.001 1.50

3 32 6.06 1.13 5.34 1.43 4.91 1.33 (2, 62) 9.54 <0.001 0.72

6 36 5.50 1.36 4.83 1.68 4.42 1.57 (2, 70) 6.35 <0.01 0.67

Dominant occupation: software engineering

11 44 2.61 1.30 6.50 0.85 4.20 1.42 (2, 86) 109.92 <0.001 3.89

7 57 3.32 1.64 6.75 0.58 4.54 1.45 (2, 112) 118.31 <0.001 3.44

2 40 3.58 1.52 6.38 0.70 4.13 1.36 (2, 78) 65.65 <0.001 2.80

9 35 3.94 1.41 6.00 1.26 3.80 1.21 (2, 68) 31.84 <0.001 2.06

Dominant occupation: other occupations

1 40 2.28 1.13 4.90 1.32 5.63 1.35 (2, 78) 67.86 <0.001 2.63

*The given value of p includes a Huynh–Feldt correction for lack of sphericity.
**The two firms highest in ‘absolute mean difference’ in the categories mechanical engineering and software engineering are printed in bold and used as stimuli for the main study.
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attractiveness as dependent variable (Favero and Bullock, 2015). 
Statistically, common method variance is unlikely to 
be problematic in this analysis since the independent variables ‘job 
seeker occupation,’ and ‘firm occupation’ are manifest variables. 
Concerning the moderator ‘employer image,’ a latent variable, 
Siemsen et  al. (2010) found interactions not to suffer from 
common method variance. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
with the marker variable technique3 (marker variable: creative 
efficacy) confirmed that the relationships between the substantive 
variables are not skewed (Williams et  al., 2010; Simmering 
et al., 2015).

The subsequent test of hypotheses through a linear regression 
analysis was conducted in Stata 15. For this analysis, I centered all 
continuous predictors to their mean to increase the interpretability 
of results (Dalal and Zickar, 2012) and entered the variables into 
the regression line in three subsequent steps: First, control 
variables were included (Model 1). Second, I added the direct 
effects of the two components of occupational fit—job seeker 
occupation and firm occupation, and the two-way interaction 
between job seeker’s occupation and firm occupation, which 
depicts occupational fit (Model 2). Third, I included the direct 
effect of image and the two- and three-way interaction terms to 
depict the interaction between image and the components of 
occupational fit (Model 3).

Results

Main study results

Descriptive statistics, intercorrelations, value of ps, and scale 
reliabilities for latent constructs are depicted in Table 2. The high 
correlation between employer image and employer reputation 
(r = 0.74) demanded a test to see if the data met the assumption of 
collinearity. Results indicated that multicollinearity was not a 
concern (employer image: Tolerance = 0.31, VIF = 3.27; employer 
reputation: Tolerance = 0.41, VIF = 2.45).

The regression analysis results in Table  3 provide mixed 
evidence for the hypotheses. Concerning hypothesis 1, the 
interaction term between job seekers’ occupation and firm 
occupation in Model 2 is negative and significant (b = −1.04; 
p = 0.01). As the interaction plots illustrate (Figure 1), the data 
show differences between the occupational groups: Whereas 
occupational fit does not provoke significantly higher 
attractiveness ratings among mechanical engineers, it does so 
among software engineers. A contrast analysis shows that 
mechanical engineers value fit only with an insignificant increase 
in attractiveness of 0.10 compared to non-fit (95% CI: [−0.518; 
0.718]). However, the difference between fit and non-fit among 
software engineering job seekers is significant, with a difference in 

3 Results available upon request.

attractiveness of −0.94 (95% CI: [−1.671; −0.204]). Therefore, the 
data partially support hypothesis 1.

Model 3 presents the findings concerning hypothesis 2: Whereas 
the direct effect of image is significant (b = 0.42; p = 0.02), the 
three-way interaction term of job seekers’ occupation, firm 
occupation, and image does not prove significant (b = −0.25; 
p = 0.48). Figure 2 shows the interaction plot. Contrasting the results 
helps to understand the data better. Consistent with mechanical 
engineering job seekers not being sensitive to occupational fit in 
Model 2, the same pattern emerges in Model 3. Mechanical 
engineers do not differentiate significantly between fit and non-fit 
in both the negative and positive image condition (measured 1 SD 
below and above the mean, respectively): The difference in 
attractiveness between fit and non-fit amounts to 0.25 (95% CI: 
[−0.53; 1.03]) in the negative-image condition and 0.33 (95% CI: 
[−0.49; 1.15]) with a positive image. Meanwhile, mechanical 
engineers clearly differentiate by the level of image: The difference 
between negative and positive image alters the attractiveness rating 
significantly in case of fit (Δ = 1.06; 95% CI: [0.18; 1.95]) and non-fit 
(Δ = 0.98; 95% CI: [0.14; 1.82]). Mechanical engineers thus continue 
to show insensitivity towards occupational fit in the presence of 
image. The data on software engineering job seekers provides a 
different picture: Software engineers’ attractiveness rating does not 
differ between fit and non-fit in the negative-image condition 
(Δ = −0.75; 95% CI: [−1.90; 0.40]) but does so in the positive image 
condition (Δ = −1.26; 95% CI: [−2.22; −0.30]). Taking the opposite 
perspective by focusing on the effect of image again shows that 
software engineers’ attractiveness rating is not altered significantly 
by image, neither in case of fit (Δ = 0.76; 95% CI: [−0.29; 1.81]) nor 
of non-fit (Δ = 0.25; 95% CI: [−0.76; 1.27]). Thus, the software 
engineers’ insensitivity towards image, in general, contradicts their 
tendency to show sensitivity towards occupational fit in the case of 
a positive image. Hence, I reject hypothesis 2.

Spotlight on the unexpected differences 
among occupational groups

The two observed occupational groups unexpectedly show 
differences in the relationship between occupational fit and 
employer attractiveness. To obtain first indications on the reasons 
behind this, I decided to dig deeper into the differences between 
the two occupations. Therefore, I  conducted four problem-
centered, semi-structured interviews with potential job seekers on 
their valuation of occupational fit (Witzel and Reiter, 2012). Of the 
interview partners (age: 28–41, working in Germany, all-male), 
two were mechanical and two software engineers. I conducted the 
interviews in German (3) or English (1) in August and September 
2021, recorded via a video conferencing service (average duration: 
20 min), and transcribed verbatim. In the analysis process, I first 
scoured the data for hints on explanations, then grouped them 
into broader categories of similar content, and afterward combined 
them with existing theoretical knowledge (Gioia et  al., 2013). 
Notably, two themes emerged that potentially explain the 
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differences between mechanical and software engineers: their 
logic behind the definition of occupational fit and their degree 
of professionalization.

Concerning the first theme, the interviews revealed that—
depending on their occupation—job seekers base their definition 
of occupational fit on differing logics. When asked for the criteria 

TABLE 2 Variable description, correlations, and scale reliabilities.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Age – – –

2. Gender

(1 = male)

0.82 0.39 0.17* –

3. Work experience – – 0.69*** 0.14 –

4. Company − − 0.05 0.15 0.08 −

5. Employer familiarity 5.03 1.74 0.09 −0.07 0.19* −0.08 [0.87]

6. Employer reputation 4.39 1.34 −0.11 −0.04 −0.04 0.05 0.41*** [0.94]

7. Job seeker occupation

(1 = software engineering)

0.27 0.45 −0.13 0.06 −0.01 −0.08 0.05 0.00 −

8. Firm occupation

(1 = mechanical engineering)

0.50 0.50 −0.03 0.03 −0.10 0.48*** −0.43*** −0.25** −0.08 −

9. Employer image 4.63 1.18 −0.15 −0.02 −0.02 −0.05 0.46*** 0.74*** −0.00 −0.34*** [0.91]

10. Employer attractiveness 4.09 1.52 −0.09 0.00 −0.05 0.06 0.25** 0.63*** 0.06 −0.20* 0.60*** [0.94]

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. 
Cronbach’s alpha in brackets on diagonal.

TABLE 3 Results of linear regression analyses on employer attractiveness.

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

b (value of p) b (value of p) b (value of p)

Age

Age = 21–30 years −0.45 (0.21) −0.35 (0.30) −0.34 (0.32)

Age = 31–40 years −1.09 (0.02) −1.07 (0.02) −0.88 (0.07)

Age = 41–50 years −0.79 (0.20) −0.79 (0.19) −0.42 (0.52)

Age = 51–60 years −0.09 (0.91) −0.09 (0.90) 0.12 (0.86)

Gender 0.20 (0.42) 0.20 (0.41) 0.13 (0.62)

Work experience

Work experience = 1–5 years 0.14 (0.57) 0.18 (0.50) 0.08 (0.76)

Work experience >5 years 0.32 (0.47) 0.42 (0.34) 0.26 (0.59)

Company

Company = Firm 2 −0.67 (0.05) −0.61 (0.03) −0.55 (0.05)

Company = Firm 3 −0.15 (0.65) −0.20 (0.52) −0.13 (0.69)

Company = Firm 4 −0.13 (0.65) 0.00 (.) 0.00 (.)

Employer familiarity −0.10 (0.21) −0.15 (0.07) −0.17 (0.03)

Employer reputation 0.70 (0.00) 0.70 (0.00) 0.49 (0.00)

Job seeker occupation 0.65 (0.03) 0.75 (0.03)

Firm occupation 0.10 (0.75) 0.29 (0.34)

Job seeker occupation X Firm occupation −1.04 (0.01) −1.30 (0.00)

Employer image 0.42 (0.02)

Job seeker occupation X Employer image −0.09 (0.74)

Firm occupation X Employer image 0.03 (0.88)

Job seeker occupation X Firm occupation X Employer image −0.25 (0.48)

N 153 153 153

Adjusted R2 0.39 0.41 0.44

F 11.93 (<0.001) 12.58 (<0.001) 13.87 (<0.001)

Gender: 0 = female; 1 = male; Company: 1&3: software engineering firms; 2&4: mechanical engineering firms; Job seeker occupation: 0 = mechanical engineering; 1 = software engineering; 
Firm occupation: 0 = software engineering; 1 = mechanical engineering.
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FIGURE 1

Interaction between firm occupation and job seeker occupation with 95% confidence intervals (Model 2).

they use to determine occupational fit, software engineers 
mentioned several specific criteria: a fit with their team’s 
educational background and mentality, or the end customer:

‘If the end customers are […] housewives, for example, that is 
not that interesting for me. […] For me, the most interesting 
problems are when the end-users are developers’.

In contrast, mechanical engineers aim to meet employers’ 
needs and hope that the company sees them adding value. Thus, 
while mechanical engineers ask, ‘Who wants me?’, software 
engineers instead seem to focus on the question ‘What do I want?’. 
This may be caused by the fact that software engineering currently 
is a shortage occupation that is highly sought after in the labor 
market due to digital transformation. Software engineers know 
their power to decide which employer to choose (Kerkmann, 
2019; Gilch and Sieweke, 2021). Mechanical engineers, by 
contrast, do not face such excessive labor demand and may hence 
be less inclined to ‘choosy’ behavior.

Concerning the second theme, the degree of 
professionalization, the software engineering occupation meets 
the criteria of a profession to a more considerable degree than the 
mechanical engineering occupation. Professions in their pure 

form show three key features: sharing a particular knowledge base, 
regulating and controlling the knowledge base, and sharing a 
common ideology that defines appropriate behavior (von 
Nordenflycht, 2010). My interview partners from both 
occupations asserted to need the knowledge they acquired during 
their studies or training to exercise their occupation. Hence, both 
occupations meet the first criterion of a profession by relying on a 
particular knowledge base. However, they do not regulate or 
control the specific content of the knowledge base, e.g., issuing 
legal professional status certificates as typical in the law profession. 
Therefore, both occupations do not meet the second criterion. 
However, differences occur regarding the third criterion, 
‘ideology.’ While mechanical engineers’ interview answers do not 
contain hints for a professional ideology, software engineers 
mentioned several related points. By stating,

‘I think what unites all people in the computer science field is 
how you were trained to think. (…) When you do that all day, 
it also changes the way you think about problems, the way 
you deal with other people,’

one interviewee describes that his professional training shapes 
his internalized preferences (Frederickson and Rooney, 1990; 
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Leicht and Lyman, 2006). Likewise, software engineers seem to 
have a strong preference for autonomy, one of the central 
professional norms (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2006; von 
Nordenflycht, 2010):

‘If you see a problem as a computer scientist, you want to have 
the autonomy to say: Let’s tackle it! (…) It can be discussed, 
but how the status quo is often simply accepted in other fields 
is incredibly difficult for computer scientists.’

Beyond this, one interview partner utters a negative attitude 
towards non-professionals in leading positions which is another 
sign of professional ideology (von Nordenflycht, 2010):

‘If there [in management] are guys who don’t have any clue 
about the technical aspects, (…) this would be  a red flag 
for me.’

Altogether, neither mechanical engineering nor software 
engineering fully meets the standards of a profession. However, 
software engineering shows a higher degree of professionalization 
and can thus be called a ‘semi-profession’ (Etzioni, 1969).

Both themes, logic behind occupational fit and degree of 
professionalization, support the main study’s finding that software 

engineers are inclined to value occupational fit stronger than 
mechanical engineers.

Discussion

This article explores the challenge of recruiting atypical 
occupational groups by proposing occupation as a content 
dimension of person-organization fit, i.e., occupational fit, and 
scrutinizing its relationship with attractiveness. The survey results 
provide some first empirical evidence about the nature of this 
relationship. Occupational fit is positively related to 
attractiveness—at least among one of the two occupations, or to 
put it the other way round: Occupational non-fit, presumably 
present when recruiting atypical occupational groups, leads to less 
positive attractiveness ratings—but only among one of the two 
occupations. In combination with the finding that image does not 
alter this relationship, recruiting atypical occupational groups 
appears as a task that is not easy to accomplish in the short run. 
Occupational groups essential for the company’s future viability 
are hard to attract as long as occupational groups ‘typical’ for the 
company dominate a company’s firm occupation. In the following 
section, I  discuss implications for research and practice and 
limitations and directions of future research.

FIGURE 2

Interaction between employer image, firm occupation, and job seeker occupation with 95% confidence intervals (Model 3).
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Implications for research

This study contributes to current knowledge in two ways. 
First, this study highlights the role of occupation in recruitment 
by finding that (a) occupation is a content dimension of fit and (b) 
that job seekers’ evaluation of employers changes with job seekers’ 
occupation. As mentioned above, prior research offered little 
knowledge on the role of occupation in recruitment. This study 
provides first indications of empirical evidence for occupations’ 
influence on attractiveness via its function as a content dimension 
of person-organization fit. Occupation complements the known 
range of content dimensions such as values, KSAs, identity, or 
personality by a work-related, easily accessible facet. Whereas 
other content dimensions afford job seekers to possess deep 
knowledge about the employer (e.g., about one’s own and an 
employer’s values or personality), occupational fit is an accessible 
surface-level characteristic that allows job seekers to evaluate fit 
quickly (Miller, 2013). Since limited, superficial information on 
employers characterizes the early phase of a job search, 
occupational fit may be especially relevant for job seekers in this 
impactful early stage of their job search (Turban, 2001; 
Breaugh, 2013).

Beyond an occupation’s role as a content dimension of fit, the 
main study’s findings supplemented by the post-study found that 
job seekers evaluate employers differently depending on their 
occupational group. This finding contributes to the literature on 
‘individual differences’ in recruitment, which investigates how 
the perception of employer attractiveness varies with job seekers’ 
attributes (Breaugh, 2013; Evertz and Süß, 2017). Occupation 
has not yet found great attention as an individual difference. My 
results, however, provide first evidence that occupation is a 
relevant criterion to distinguish between groups of job seekers 
since job seekers’ occupation decides on whether they take 
occupational fit into account. Additionally, regarding the post-
study, it may be  rewarding to consider the degree of 
professionalization of job seekers’ occupations in individual 
differences in recruitment. If non-professionalized companies 
aim at recruiting employees from professionalized occupations, 
job seekers may disapprove of the difference in 
professionalization between their current and their new job 
situation. For example, it could be  relatively easy for a 
manufacturing firm to poach incumbents of the 
low-professionalized occupation mechanical engineering from 
a mechanical engineering firm. At the same time, it may 
be harder for a manufacturing firm to attract lawyers from a law 
firm since they belong to a highly professionalized occupation 
and would have to leave their professionalized environment. 
Differentiating job seekers according to their occupation or its 
degree of professionalization hence allows recruiters to target 
recruitment measures to each group and enhance the 
effectiveness of recruitment efforts (Doverspike et  al., 2000; 
Newman and Lyon, 2009; Breaugh, 2013).

Second, this study sensitizes for boundary conditions of 
recruitment for fit by (a) exploring the role of employer image for 

occupational fit and by (b) addressing recruitment challenges for 
non-fit. In the main study, I  attempted to shed light on the 
interplay between fit and image. However, the data did not support 
the hypothesized interaction with occupational fit. Against the 
backdrop of the failure to show a direct effect of occupational fit 
on attractiveness among mechanical engineers, it was expectable 
to equally not find an interaction effect within this group. 
Conversely, however, I would have expected an interaction among 
software engineers, but data did not prove significance either. One 
way to explain this non-finding is to assume a compensatory effect 
of image. A job seeker’s positive image score could trigger the 
feeling of ‘wanting to belong’ to this employer. If this feeling was 
comparatively strong, such that image would outperform 
occupational fit, it could make the job seeker ignore part of the 
non-fit information (Überschaer et al., 2016). However, we lack 
research on the interplay between image and fit in general, which 
would clarify the relationship of these two critical antecedents of 
attractiveness (Uggerslev et al., 2012).

As another potential boundary condition, this study sensitizes 
for companies’ challenge to sometimes recruit atypical target 
groups (recruitment for non-fit) deliberately and voluntarily. The 
main study proposes a negative relationship between occupational 
non-fit and attractiveness. Difficulties may result if occupational 
groups are the target of a strategic recruitment campaign but do 
not perceive themselves as fitting to the recruiting company. 
Digital Transformation is a setting where organizations strive to 
recruit atypical target groups, but it is not the only one (Barrick 
and Parks-Leduc, 2019). Take the example of a long-established 
but financially stricken stationary trade company that decided to 
reevaluate its current business model during a phase of strategic 
transition. It might need employees with entrepreneurial skills in 
business model innovation to be able to refresh its traditional 
business model with new perspectives. Recruiting for non-fit is an 
unoccupied field of research with specific challenges such as 
sending (employer) and receiving (job seeker) mixed signals or 
handling cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957; Pernkopf et al., 
2021). Whereas we are well-informed about the contingencies and 
outcomes of recruiting for fit, research is necessary on the question 
of how recruitment for non-fit can succeed despite the 
observed challenges.

Implications for practice

This study’s findings offer implications on handling 
occupational (non-)fit for organizational practice. For 
organizations, it is viable to recognize that occupational non-fit is 
negatively related to attractiveness. Hence, organizations that 
strive to recruit a new occupational group may aim at finding out 
whether this group is sensitive for occupational fit and then 
consider re-targeting recruitment messages. These messages 
should be recognizably addressed towards the new group and 
be  authentic. It seems inadvisable for a pre-digital company 
producing mechanical systems to present itself as a complete 
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software engineering company if a short internet search would 
convince the job seeker of the opposite. Such organizations may 
want to carefully consider to which degree they want to present 
themselves as ‘occupationally fitting’ without losing credibility. For 
example, they could frankly address the organization’s shift in 
target groups, communicate why, and paint an authentic picture 
of the diverse occupational groups currently employed. In the 
same breath, the employer may want to signal how it provides job 
seekers with opportunities to gain occupation-specific experience 
and achieve competitive wages.

Such successful recruitment for atypical occupational groups 
requires strategic management to timely involve recruitment in 
their planning. Recruiting atypical occupational groups is not 
trivial and requires tact, finesse, and thorough preparation. As 
soon as management intends to modify its business model or 
processes and thereby implicates recruiting an atypical 
occupational group, it is advisable to instruct recruitment to 
accompany this change. Due to its function as a ‘sensory organ’ of 
the organization, the recruitment department unites experience 
and knowledge about specific occupational groups and knows 
how to acquire information about the new group (Gilch and 
Sieweke, 2021). Acting as a ‘sensory organ’ entails sensitivity in 
designing appropriate recruitment measures and awareness for the 
preferences of the target groups. Compared to an ad hoc 
instruction to hire an atypical group, diligent conceptualization, 
and design of recruitment measures may allow recruitment to 
prevent or at least attenuate the negative consequences of 
occupational non-fit.

Limitations and future research

One might be  concerned about sampling issues that may 
limit the validity of findings in the quantitative study. The low 
number of participants from the software engineering occupation 
skews the findings for this occupational group. Therefore, 
I am cautious about assuming the generalizability of the results. 
However, the post-study’s findings support the notion of 
substantial differences between the occupations—although a 
more extended qualitative investigation would potentially 
support the findings more fundamentally. Considering the 
restricted sample size in the quantitative part, the significant 
relationship between occupational fit and attractiveness among 
software engineers is even more substantial. Furthermore, the 
focus on an objective assessment of fit limits the study. Objective 
fit reflects the actual fit level, allows verifying similarity without 
necessarily being involved in the situation, and predicts 
subjectively perceived fit (Kristof, 1996; Dineen et  al., 2002). 
Research suggests that subjective fit may outperform objective fit 
in its predictive value of recruitment outcomes and therefore 
proposes subjective fit as a mediator between objective fit and 
attractiveness (Judge and Cable, 1997; Verquer et  al., 2003; 
Überschaer et  al., 2016). However, objective fit is crucial in 
settings where no interaction between the subjects had occurred 

previously (Montoya et al., 2008). Hence, objective fit indeed was 
suitable for measuring fit here. Since I aimed to initially explore 
the potential relationship between occupational fit and 
attractiveness in a very early recruitment phase, I did not include 
subjective occupational fit. Future research may address this 
omission, e.g., by including subjective occupational fit in the 
research model or by inquiring about its formation. Future 
research in this field may also aim to empirically investigate the 
relationship between objective occupational fit and person-
organization fit or person-job fit to prove the additional 
explanatory value of occupation as a content dimension of fit. 
Additionally, future research would benefit from knowledge on 
the assessment of occupational fit, e.g., by reusing the indirect 
assessment method used in this study and comparing it to 
alternative approaches such as direct measurement. The latter 
would require the development of a measurement scale for direct 
occupational fit assessment, which would simplify the assessment 
of job seekers’ respective expectations towards future employers. 
This comparative work would provide deeper insights into the 
nature and formation of occupational fit. Finally, another 
potential area of future research is the investigation of firm 
occupation. Researchers may study the temporal stability of firm 
occupation and the mechanisms behind job seekers’ perceptions. 
From employers’ perspective, knowing how to actively shape firm 
occupation to facilitate fit perceptions of desired target groups 
would be rewarding.

Overall, this study introduced an occupation-based measure 
of person-organization fit and investigated its relationship with 
attractiveness and employer image. Results showed a positive 
connection between occupational fit and attractiveness for one 
occupation. Image did not moderate this relationship. The study 
complements extant research by underlining the importance of 
occupation and by creating awareness for the challenge of 
recruiting ‘atypical’ employees.
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