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Employer attractiveness has an important role in early-stage recruitment decisions, 

especially in competitive labour markets where organizations seek to attract emerging talent. 

Previous research has examined the factors influencing employer attractiveness, but less 

attention has been paid to how job seekers interpret and combine these factors during the 

initial application decision. This study explores how marketing students evaluate job 

attributes and employer-related cues when deciding whether to apply for a job. 

This study uses a qualitative research approach. Data was collected through semi-structured 

interviews with Finnish master’s-level marketing students who had recent experience in 

applying for entry-level positions. The data was analyzed to identify patterns in how 

participants perceived job attractiveness, formed employer images, and compromised during 

the application process. 

The findings indicate that early-career application decisions are based on a holistic and 

context-dependent evaluation process rather than on fixed criteria. Job attractiveness is 

evaluated through role clarity, personal interests, skill alignment, and opportunities for 

learning and development. Employer image is shown to be socially constructed through 

indirect sources such as word-of-mouth, social media content, and media visibility, and is 

often formed before any direct interaction with the employer. In addition, the findings 

demonstrate that while marketing students are willing to make situational trade-offs in 

response to practical constraints and labour market conditions, personal values and ethical 

considerations act as non-negotiable boundaries that exclude certain employers regardless 

of other attractive features. 
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Työnantajan houkuttelevuudella on keskeinen rooli työnhakijoiden alkuvaiheen 

päätöksenteossa. Tämä korostuu erityisesti kilpailuilla työmarkkinoilla, kun organisaatiot 

kilpailevat parhaista talenteista. Aiempi tutkimus on tarkastellut työnantajan 

houkuttelevuuteen vaikuttavia tekijöitä, mutta vähemmälle huomiolle on jäänyt se, miten 

työnhakijat tulkitsevat ja yhdistelevät näitä tekijöitä tehdessään päätöstä työn hakemisesta. 

Tässä tutkimuksessa tarkastellaan, miten markkinoinnin opiskelijat arvioivat työn 

ominaisuuksia ja työnantajaan liittyviä signaaleja tehdessään työnhakupäätöstä. 

Tutkimus toteutettiin laadullisena tutkimuksena. Aineisto kerättiin puolistrukturoiduilla 

haastatteluilla suomalaisilta markkinoinnin maisterivaiheen opiskelijoilta, joilla oli 

kokemusta alkuvaiheen oman alan työpaikkojen hakemisesta. Data-analyysi nosti esiin 

teemoja, jotka kuvailevat, miten osallistujat kokivat työn houkuttelevuuden, muodostivat 

mielikuvia työnantajista sekä tekivät kompromisseja työnhakuprosessin aikana. 

Tulokset osoittavat, että uran alkuvaiheen työnhakupäätökset perustuvat kokonaisvaltaiseen 

ja kontekstuaaliseen arviointiprosessiin yksittäisten, ennalta määrättyjen kriteerien sijaan. 

Työn houkuttelevuutta arvioidaan roolin ja sen kuvauksen selkeyden, henkilökohtaisten 

kiinnostuksen kohteiden, osaamisen sopivuuden, sekä kehittymismahdollisuuksien kautta. 

Työnantajamielikuva puolestaan rakentuu sosiaalisesti epäsuorien lähteiden kautta (tutut, 

sosiaalinen media ja perinteinen media). Se muodostetaan usein ennen suoraa 

vuorovaikutusta työnantajan kanssa. Lisäksi tulokset osoittavat, että vaikka markkinoinnin 

opiskelijat ovat valmiita tekemään paljon tilannekohtaisia kompromisseja käytännön 

rajoitteiden ja työmarkkinatilanteen vuoksi, henkilökohtaiset arvot ja eettiset näkökulmat 

toimivat rajoina, joissa ei ole neuvotteluvaraa, ja jotka sulkevat tietyt työnantajat pois muista 

houkuttelevista tekijöistä huolimatta.  
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1  Introduction 

The modern business environment has become increasingly competitive due to factors such 

as globalization, rapid technological advancements, and a growing emphasis on knowledge-

based economies. These shifts have made human capital a critical differentiator in sustaining 

long-term organizational competitiveness. Having top talent, especially in the knowledge-

intensive positions, can be valuable (Crook, Todd, Combs, Woehr, and Ketchen Jr. 2011). 

An extreme, but relevant example is the heated race of the top AI developers like Meta, 

Alphabet, and OpenAI. The salaries of the best AI researchers are reported to be in the 

hundreds of millions of dollars, and the New York Times compared the market situation to 

how the top sports stars negotiate their salaries when deciding on which team they are 

signing to (Isaac, Tan, and Metz 2025). Companies are even ready to pay their AI researchers 

to do nothing rather than let them go work for a competitor (Al-Sibai, 2025). Even though 

the race for the best AI researchers is an extreme example, it illustrates well how important 

the top talent can be, and how companies have realized this.   

Effective talent acquisition strategies are increasingly getting the attention of businesses 

(Tripathy 2014). Vadithe and Kesari (2023, 32) define talent acquisition as “the procedure 

of classifying, obtaining, assessing or testing and hiring the right candidates for the true job 

at correct time”.  What makes the talent acquisition strategy crucial is the importance of 

finding the skill gaps and talent needs of the company to be able to recognize when to train 

old staff, when to acquire new talent through recruitment, and to recognize the best talents 

for the company (Tripathy 2014; Vadithe and Kesari 2023). Poorly made hiring decisions 

can be costly and do not increase the competitiveness of a firm. 

One of the key attributes of effective talent acquisition is employer attractiveness. In the 

early stages of the job search, applicants often rely on general perceptions of an 

organization's attractiveness when making application decisions (Rynes, 1989). Later 

studies, such as Leekha Sabbra and Sharma (2014) has confirmed the significant influence 

of company’s employer brand image in applicants’ likelihood to apply. The accelerating 

competition for top talent has made companies to pay attention to their employer branding 

activities to enhance their employer attractiveness. Srivastava and Bhatnagar (2010, 26) 

defined employer branding, based on definitions of previous research, as “giving an identity, 
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image and distinctiveness to the organization as an employer in order to attract its 

prospective employees and to motivate, engage and retain its current employees”.  

Besides employer brand, also some job announcement characteristics heavily influence the 

applicant’s decision-making. Such characteristics can be informativeness of the 

responsibilities of employee, informativeness of the work-life balance and informativeness 

of the compensation (Rozsa and Machova 2020), and advancement opportunities (Boswell, 

Roehling, LePine, and Moynihan 2003). The compensation is consistently in the main 

factors influencing the decision to apply (Boswell et al. 2003; Leekha Sabbra and Sharma 

2014; Schlechter, Hung, and Bussin 2014). Schlechter et al. (2014) found that different forms 

of compensation: remuneration, inclusion of benefits and variable pay are significant factors 

but remuneration has the greatest effect on the attractiveness of a job.  

 

1.1  Existing literature 

Employer branding as a concept was first introduced by Ambler and Barrow (1996), who 

defined employer branding as the sum of functional, economic, and psychological benefits 

that an employee derives from being part of an organization. Functional value comes through 

development opportunities, economic value through salary and benefits, and psychological 

value through a sense of purpose or identity.  

Ambler and Barrow (1996) treated employees as internal customers and applied product 

branding principles to the employment relationship. Berthon, Ewing and Hah (2005) added 

that how potential employees form perceptions of employer brands happens in a similar way 

that consumers form perceptions of commercial brands – through associations and perceived 

symbolic value. Ewing et al. (2002) emphasized the strategic significance of employees in 

knowledge-intensive industries and called for greater alignment between brand equity and 

human capital management.  

Employer brand equity, a concept that is an extension of brand equity, is the value that 

individuals associate with a company as a place to work. It includes both instrumental 

attributes, such as salary and job security, and symbolic attributes, such as prestige, 

innovativeness, or friendliness (Berthon et al. 2005).  
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Collins and Stevens (2002) proposed that employer brand equity affects recruitment 

outcomes by shaping how potential employees process information about organizations, 

especially during the early stages of the application process. When employer brand equity is 

strong, it can influence candidates to submit applications even when the job role or 

compensation is unclear. The proposition is supported by the findings of Cable and Turban 

(2003). They found that job seekers often rely on the employer's reputation when the 

information about the job characteristics is imperfect. A positive reputation increases the 

likelihood of an applicant being attracted to a company, even if monetary rewards are less 

competitive. Even though the positive feeling towards the company through employer brand 

equity can influence the decision to apply, Collins and Stevens (2002) did not find that it 

influenced the beliefs about specific job attributes.  

 

1.1.1  External and Internal Branding 

Employer branding is commonly divided into two dimensions: external branding, which 

focuses on attracting potential employees, and internal branding, which aims to engage 

current employees with the organization’s values and identity. Both dimensions are 

important when creating a sustainable and effective employer brand, yet they involve 

different strategies and ways of communicating.  

External branding involves shaping perceptions among potential candidates through 

different activities (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004). Such activities can be advertising 

campaigns, recruitment fairs, corporate websites, and social media content. The primary 

objective is to differentiate the organization from competitors and position it as an attractive 

place to work. Collins and Stevens (2002) demonstrated that positive publicity and targeted 

recruitment advertising significantly improve applicants’ perceptions of employer 

attractiveness. 

Internal branding refers to the process of aligning employees’ perceptions and behaviours 

with the values and promises that define the employer brand. It involves communicating the 

employee value proposition internally so that staff not only understand the brand message 

but also adopt it into their daily work practices. Internal branding activities may include 

training programs, internal communications, leadership modeling of brand values, and 



7 

 

reward systems that reinforce desired behaviours. Ultimately, the objective is to enhance 

employee commitment and satisfaction, which supports the retention of talent and the 

delivery of a coherent brand promise, and can increase productivity. (Backhaus and Tikoo 

2004). Edwards (2010) stresses that internal branding is not just about communicating the 

brand internally but about actively shaping the employment relationship so employees 

genuinely adopt the desired values. He highlights the risk of over-reliance on “symbolic” 

messages without sufficient substantive HR practices to back them up. 

The two dimensions work together and depend on each other. Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) 

highlight that the strength of an employer brand relies on how well the image promoted to 

job seekers matches the reality experienced by employees. Internal branding plays a key role 

in making sure the promises made in recruitment are kept, which supports the credibility of 

the external brand. When employees feel connected to the brand and believe in its values, 

they are more likely to speak positively about the organization, thus strengthening its 

reputation in the labour market. Edwards (2010) builds on this idea by explaining that 

employer branding must focus on both attracting new talent and engaging current employees 

at the same time. He warns that if too much attention is given to external branding, the brand 

image may become unrealistic, creating a gap between expectations and reality. This can 

harm both recruitment and retention. The best results are achieved when internal branding 

ensures the brand message is authentic and external branding attracts people whose values 

and expectations match the organization’s culture. 

 

1.2  Research gap and research questions 

Understanding what makes a job position attractive is essential for employers, particularly 

in competitive job markets. Employer attractiveness has a crucial role in forming applicants' 

perceptions of the company and influencing their decision to apply for a job. However, 

previous research has highlighted that job seekers' preferences can differ across different 

fields of study, as individuals have varying needs and expectations based on their 

backgrounds and career aspirations (Babíková and Bucek, 2019; Ronda, Valor and Abril 

2018). Given this segmentation perspective, it is necessary to explore job attractiveness 

factors within specific limits rather than treating all applicants, or all university students, as 

a homogeneous group. This was also acknowledged by Theurer, Tumasjan, Welpe and 
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Lievens (2018), who recommended future research to concentrate on the relative employer 

value proposition (EVP), meaning how the EVP should be optimized for different applicant 

target groups. 

This study focuses specifically on marketing students, acknowledging that their decision-

making processes when evaluating job opportunities may differ from those in other fields. 

Babíková and Bucek (2019) emphasized the importance of segmentation in employer 

branding research, suggesting that grouping potential employees based on shared 

characteristics can lead to more precise insights. Since marketing students are exposed to 

branding and consumer behaviour principles during their studies, their approach to 

evaluating employer attractiveness could be influenced by these factors in unique ways. 

Moreover, this research is limited to examining the initial decision-making phase, whether 

to apply for a job or not, rather than later stages, such as accepting or rejecting a job offer. 

Boswell et al. (2003) found that the factors influencing job seekers vary between these 

different phases, making it necessary to narrow the scope to maintain clarity and relevance. 

By focusing on the job application stage, this study aims to provide insight for employers 

looking to attract marketing students early in the recruitment process.  

To achieve these objectives, the research seeks to answer the following questions: 

 

Main Research Question: 

• How do marketing students evaluate employer branding and job attributes when 

deciding whether to apply for a job? 

 

The purpose of the main research question is to find out how marketing students navigate 

through the job application period. How do they make their decisions on which jobs to apply 

for and which to ignore? The optimal outcome would be to be able to recognize some 

recurring themes, which could help to build a basis for quantitative research to compare 

factor weights.  
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Sub-research questions: 

• What kind of trade-offs are marketing students likely to accept when looking for a 

job?  

 

This sub-question explores the kinds of compromises marketing students are willing to 

consider when looking for a job. Rather than measuring or ranking job attributes, the aim is 

to understand how students encounter conflicting priorities such as personal values, job 

responsibilities, salary, location, and career goals, and how they make sense of these trade-

offs in their decision-making process.  

 

• How do marketing students create their image of the potential employer? 

 

This sub-question aims to explore how marketing students form their perceptions of potential 

employers. The focus is on understanding the sources of information they rely on (e.g., job 

postings, company websites, word of mouth, social media) and how they interpret these cues 

to construct an image, whether positive or negative, of the employer and the opportunity. 

This helps shed light on the meaning-making process that influences their application 

decisions. 

By addressing these questions, this study contributes to the discourse of employer branding 

and talent acquisition, offering a perspective that not only enhances the applicability of 

employer branding strategies in attracting marketing professionals but also builds a 

foundation for new research where the factor weights can be measured. 

 

1.3  Theoretical framework 

Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) employer branding theoretical model is used as the basis of the 

framework of this research. In their model, employer branding creates two assets: brand 

associations and brand loyalty. Brand loyalty is tied to employer retention and productivity, 

which is not in this study’s scope. However, there is a connection between employer brand 

loyalty and employer image through word-of-mouth. 
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Employer brand associations could be described as the thoughts and ideas that employee has 

about the potential employer. Employer image is built by the brand associations that the 

potential employee has. A simple description of the relationship between employer brand 

associations and employer brand image is that the employer image is the whole view that 

the potential employee has about the employer, which consists of individual brand 

associations. These brand associations can come from various different sources such as 

news, social media or case studies in school. 

Employer branding’s significance as a strategic tool is based on the assumption that human 

capital brings value to the company. It is closely tied with Barney’s (1991) resource-based 

view theory, where rare resources owned by company can enable a sustainable competitive 

advantage in the market. Crook et al. (2011) concluded that human capital is strongly related 

to firm performance and investing in it (by attracting, developing and retaining) is especially 

important in knowledge-based professions. The emphasis on developing and retaining 

current employees is logical in the discussion of efficient use of human capital as hiring can 

be costly and the advantage gained by hiring skilled individuals is not maximized if they do 

not stay at the firm. However, hiring is inevitable, and as it is a resource-heavy activity, 

companies should put great emphasis on trying to attract the best possible talent in the job 

market. 

Employer branding can be divided into two dimensions: external and internal marketing, 

where external marketing means attracting new employees outside the firm, and internal 

marketing helps in retention of employees and efficiency (Backhaus and Tikoo 2004).  

Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) model is tied to the employer brand equity model (Alshathry, 

2017), which consists of four elements: (1) familiarity with employer brand, (2) employer 

brand associations, (3) experience with the employer, and (4) loyalty to the employer. 

Elements 1 and 2 help to understand how potential employees perceive the company 

(external marketing), whereas 3 and 4 help to understand how current employees see their 

employer (internal marketing). This research concentrates on the recruitment of new 

employees (external marketing). However, internal marketing still plays a considerable role 

in attracting new talent through word-of-mouth, as the current employees can act as brand 

advocates (Edwards 2010). 
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Employer brand familiarity element measures the extent which the potential employee is 

familiar with the employer brand. It goes beyond just knowing the name of the organization. 

More information about the company equals to more perceived trust towards the company.  

Some level of familiarity has to exist before forming an employer-employee relationship, 

meaning job seekers tend to seek information about the potential employer, such as salary 

and working conditions. A higher level of familiarity then means stronger brand 

associations. In general, a higher level of familiarity means also higher attraction towards 

the employer. (Alshathry 2019)  

  

Figure 1. Employer Branding Model. (Backhaus and Tikoo 2004) 

 

1.3.1  Theoretical framework derived from the work of Backhaus and Tikoo 

In the theoretical framework of this paper, which is based on the Employer Branding Model 

of Backhaus and Tikoo (2004), job attributes act as its separate factor. In many studies, job 

attributes are included in the employer brand. For example, Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) talk 

about symbolic and functional benefits that employer image consists of: “Functional 

benefits of the employer brand describe elements of employment with the firm that are 

desirable in objective terms, like salary, benefits, leave allowances. Symbolic benefits relate 

to perceptions about the prestige of the firm, and the social approval applicants imagine 

they will enjoy if they work for the firm.”  

However, as this study is concentrating on active job seekers, and many job attributes are on 

the recruitment announcement for an open position, it is important to investigate job 

attributes as a separate factor, as in this context, they are not just brand associations but 
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known information. Collins and Stevens (2002) found that even though publicity can 

influence applicants’ decision-making, it does not influence their beliefs about specific job 

attributes. For instance, an applicant can have a strong image of a company’s organizational 

culture, but the fact that the work is fully remote is not influenced by the employer brand. 

These kinds of job attributes act as a separate factor influencing the decision-making process 

of applicants.  

Still, it is important to remember that in many cases, not all job attributes are disclosed in 

the announcement and then these non-listed job attributes are based on the brand associations 

the job seeker has about the employer, as Cable and Turban (2003) found that applicants rely 

on the reputation of the employer when they lack information about the potential job. 

External sources (word-of-mouth, reviews) was added to the theoretical model because they 

also have a significant influence on perceived employer brand image. (Ahamad 2019; Buitek 

et al. 2023) In general, external sources conclude experiences of current and/or previous 

employees. It acts as a bridge between the internal branding and employer brand 

associations. 

Consumer/product brand was added to the framework as the potential employees can, 

especially in the case of B2C brands, be influenced by the company’s consumer brand. 

Research has shown that the employer brand and consumer brand are closely connected parts 

of the wider corporate brand. Mokina (2014) explains that the employer brand is one of the 

key components of the corporate brand alongside the product, social, and goodwill brands. 

These components share the same corporate values and identity, but they communicate them 

to different audiences. The consumer brand expresses these values to customers, while the 

employer brand translates them for current and potential employees. Because they come 

from the same source, the two brands often influence one another. A strong consumer brand 

can create positive expectations among job seekers, and a strong employer brand can support 

the consumer brand through employee behaviour and engagement.  

At the same time, misalignment between these brand components can weaken overall 

credibility. This makes it important for organizations to maintain a clear and consistent 

message across both consumer and employer branding.  

Also, many studies indicate that job attributes (especially salary) are the most critical factors 

in employer attractiveness. Boswell et al. (2003) found that the most important factors at the 
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recruitment period were company culture, advancement opportunities, work itself and 

compensation. On the contrary, Ahamad (2019) found that for students looking for their first 

jobs, the job attributes are irrelevant. This result indicates that students with no relevant 

experience simply prioritize gaining some work experience from their field of study over 

everything else. 

Hierarchical relationship between different factors differs between individuals: For example, 

some might be ready to take a pay cut to work in a firm with a high reputation, some might 

be ready to sacrifice work-life balance for better pay (Ronda et al. 2018). Babikova and 

Bucek (2019) emphasized the importance of studying different segments. As per Kotler and 

Armstrong’s (1994) segmentation theory, customers can be split into groups to better meet 

their individual expectations. Babikova and Bucek (2019) did not find a relation between a 

given dimension and corporate reputation within economics students, but they predict that 

homogenous groups can be found by adding more factors.  

The results of this study could create a foundation (through recognized attraction factors 

among marketing students) for quantitative research to find out if marketing students act as 

a homogeneous group. 

 

Figure 2. Theoretical framework. 

 



14 

 

1.4  Research methodology 

This study uses a qualitative research approach to explore how marketing students perceive 

job attractiveness and how they form employer image during the job search process. A 

qualitative approach was chosen as it is suitable for the research aim, as it allows for in-depth 

exploration of students' subjective experiences and interpretations. These aspects are often 

not accessible through quantitative methods (Creswell and Poth, 2023). 

The empirical data for this study was collected through semi-structured interviews. This 

method was selected to enable both, consistency across interviews and flexibility for 

interviewees to explain their experiences and thoughts in a conversational setting. The 

interviews were guided by open-ended questions covering themes such as job search 

behaviour, perceptions of job postings, willingness to make trade-offs, and thoughts of 

employer brands. Interviewees are master’s level marketing students, selected using 

purposeful sampling to ensure relevance to the research topic.  

The decision to focus on marketing students comes from previous findings that suggest 

students’ perceptions of job and employer attractiveness can vary across different groups 

(Rozsa and Machova 2020). Marketing students may form different evaluations of job 

postings and employer brands than other business students, potentially due to their academic 

familiarity with branding and communications. For instance, while the content attractiveness 

of job postings was not found to directly influence job pursuit intentions among Slovakian 

and Czech students in general, it did affect perceptions of employer attractiveness (Rozsa 

and Machova 2020). When focusing specifically on marketing students, the content of job 

advertisements may carry greater weight in the decision on whether to apply for the job. In 

addition, to ensure the interviewees had relevant job search experience, students in a later 

stage in their studies were chosen for this paper.  

This study applies reflexive thematic analysis to analyze the data collected through the 

interviews. As described by Clarke and Braun (2019), reflexive thematic analysis is a 

flexible and widely used method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns within 

qualitative data. It offers a systematic yet adaptable framework for making sense of detailed 

and complex interview material.  
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This study adopts a reflexive thematic analysis approach, emphasizing the researcher’s 

active role in theme development. Rather than seeking to discover themes as objective 

“facts” in the data, the process acknowledges that themes are constructed through the 

researcher’s interpretation (Clarke and Braun 2019). This aligns with the study’s 

constructivist epistemology, which holds that knowledge and meaning are co-created by the 

researcher and participants within their specific context (Cresswell and Poth 2023). 

 

1.5  Definitions/key concepts 

This section concludes definitions of some key concepts that are relevant to this Master’s 

thesis.  

Employer branding refers to the strategic process of developing and promoting a unique 

identity and image of an organization as an employer, with the aim of attracting prospective 

employees and motivating, engaging, and retaining current ones (Srivastava and Bhatnagar 

2010). It draws on principles from product branding, positioning the employment experience 

in a way that differentiates the organization in the labour market (Ambler and Barrow 1996; 

Backhaus and Tikoo 2004). 

Employer Brand Equity represents the value that individuals associate with an organization 

as a place to work, shaped by both instrumental attributes (e.g. salary, job security) and 

symbolic attributes (e.g. prestige, innovativeness) (Berthon, Ewing and Hah, 2005). Strong 

employer brand equity can positively influence potential applicants’ decision-making, even 

when job-related information is incomplete (Collins and Stevens, 2002; Cable and Turban, 

2003). 

Employer Brand Image is the overall perception a potential or current employee has about 

an organization as an employer. It is constructed from various brand associations, which can 

come from direct experiences, external communication, or third-party sources such as media 

coverage or word-of-mouth (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004). 

Employer Brand Associations are the specific ideas, attributes, or qualities linked to an 

employer in the minds of potential or current employees. These associations can relate to 
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functional benefits, such as working conditions, or symbolic benefits, such as perceived 

prestige or social approval (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004). 

Internal Branding/Marketing refers to the set of activities aimed at ensuring that 

employees understand, internalize, and enact the organization’s brand values and promises 

in their daily work. It involves not only communication but also the implementation of HR 

practices, leadership behaviours, and reward systems that reinforce brand-consistent 

behaviour (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004; Edwards, 2010). 

External Branding/Marketing focuses on shaping the perceptions of potential employees 

outside the organization. It is achieved through recruitment marketing, employer 

communications, and reputation-building activities designed to position the organization as 

an attractive place to work (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004). 

Job Attributes/Characteristics are the specific characteristics of a job role, such as tasks 

and responsibilities, compensation, employment type (full-time vs part-time), and way of 

working (remote, hybrid, in-office). 

 

1.6  Delimitations 

This research focuses on what makes a job opportunity attractive in the eyes of marketing 

students, who are starting their professional careers. The study is limited to investigating the 

application process to the point where an applicant sends an application for a job. This 

research will not cover the factors influencing the decision-making regarding later stages of 

the recruitment process. 

The research is conducted with Finnish marketing students, meaning the findings cannot be 

directly generalized to settings in different cultural contexts or fields of study. Being 

university students, all the interviewees are young adults. All the interviewees were born 

between 2001-1997, falling into the Generation Z. The findings of this study cannot be 

applied to different age groups.  

The study uses a qualitative research approach based on semi-structured interviews, which 

allows for in-depth exploration of participants’ perceptions and experiences. However, this 
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approach does not produce statistically generalizable findings and instead aims to provide 

analytical insights grounded in the specific sample studied. 

 

1.7  Structure of the Master’s thesis 

This study consists of five main chapters: Introduction, Literature review, Methodology, 

Findings, and Conclusions. The Literature review will include a deeper dive into the existing 

literature on employer branding and job seekers’ behaviour in the labour market. The 

Methodology chapter describes the research approach and process, explaining how the data 

was collected and analysed, and discussing the study’s reliability and validity. The fourth 

chapter, Findings, presents the results from the research and examines them in detail. The 

final chapter, Conclusions, combines these results with previous studies to answer the 

research questions. It summarizes the theoretical contributions and practical implications, 

and suggests potential ideas for future research. 
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2  Literature review 

In this section, I review the theoretical foundations and existing research relevant to 

employer branding and job attractiveness. The literature review begins with the origins and 

development of the concepts of employer branding, followed by a presentation of key 

concepts and frameworks. Also, the influence of consumer brand and the role of job 

attributes in shaping applicant perceptions are discussed. Finally, generational context and 

the influence of job attributes are discussed. This theoretical background provides the basis 

for the empirical section of this study. 

 

2.1  Employer branding foundation 

The concept of employer branding originates from the paper of Ambler and Barrow (1996), 

who defined it as the combination of functional, economic, and psychological benefits 

associated with working in a certain company. The employer brand management principles 

are applied from product brand management principles, changing the branding point of focus 

from products and services to the ‘employment experience’. Their work highlighted the 

strategic value of employees as a differentiating resource, aligning with the resource-based 

view that human capital is central to competitive advantage.  

Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) further conceptualized employer branding as having two 

dimensions: External marketing, to attract new talent, and internal marketing, to increase 

employer loyalty of current employees and align their behaviour with company culture. A 

successful external marketing attracts top talent who are suitable for the company culture. A 

successful internal marketing not only increases employee retention but can also make 

employees better brand advocates for the company.  

Edwards (2010) emphasized the importance of acknowledging the importance of both 

dimensions, as the imbalance between internal and external branding creates a gap between 

expectations and reality, which might lead to negative consequences. An optimal situation 

is achieved when the brand message is authentic and the external branding utilizes the 

company culture rather than trying to promote a polished image. 
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2.1.1  Employer brand equity – what does it consist of? 

The concept of employer brand equity is central to understanding how organizations create 

and sustain their attractiveness in the labour market. As usual, this concept is also taken from 

consumer marketing theory. Similar to consumer brand equity, which refers to the additional 

value that a brand gives to products in the eyes of consumers, employer brand equity 

describes the additional value that an employer brand creates in the eyes of job seekers and 

employees (Berthon et al. 2005; Theurer et al. 2018). This value is not only about awareness 

of an employer, but also about the beliefs, associations, and expectations people attach to the 

organization as a place to work. A strong employer brand equity allows organizations to 

attract more applicants, improve the quality of their hires, and enhance retention by 

increasing loyalty among employees (Collins and Stevens 2002). 

Employer brand equity can be seen as the outcome of several connceted elements. At the 

center of the employer brand is the employer value proposition (EVP), which includes the 

benefits and values that the employer offers to its employees. The EVP generates 

associations in the minds of potential and current employees, and these associations form 

the basis of the employer brand image. In addition, the strength of the brand is also 

determined by process attributes. Together, these elements create the overall equity of the 

employer brand. 

 

2.1.2  Employer value proposition 

The EVP represents the core promise that an employer makes to its employees and potential 

employees. It defines why a person should want to work for the organization, and it combines 

tangible and intangible aspects of the employment experience. Ambler and Barrow (1996) 

described employer branding as a package of functional, economic, and psychological 

benefits associated with employment. This notion was later developed into more detailed 

frameworks for measuring employer attractiveness. Berthon et al. (2005) divided the EVP 

into five key dimensions: interest value, social value, economic value, development value, 

and application value. These dimensions take into account a variety of factors, from 
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opportunities for innovation and creativity, to the social environment at work, salary and 

benefits, career advancement, and the possibility to apply your skills in practice. 

This approach with multiple dimensions highlights that EVP should not be limited just to 

pay or career prospects, but it should be an offer that reflects both the tangible and intangible 

benefits of working for a company. Later studies support the importance of taking into 

account all dimensions to maximize employer attractiveness. For example, Sivertzen et al. 

(2013) found that dimensions such as innovation value, psychological value, and application 

value all contributed positively to employer reputation and intentions to apply. Their 

research also demonstrated that the communication channel matters, as the use of social 

media strengthened the effect of EVP on reputation and attractiveness.  

Similarly, Babikova and Bucek (2019) showed that the relative importance of EVP 

dimensions varies across student groups. Economics students emphasized economic value, 

while computer science students placed greater importance on innovation and development. 

These findings tell us that EVP is not a one-size-fits-all concept. Instead, it should be tailored 

based on the target group.  

 

2.1.3  Employer brand associations and employer brand image 

Employer brand associations refer to the specific attributes, beliefs, and symbolic meanings 

that job seekers and employees attach to an employer. These associations may include 

perceptions of job security, salary, and career opportunities, but also a sense of prestige, 

innovation, social responsibility, or inclusiveness. Lievens and Highhouse (2003) explained 

the distinction between instrumental and symbolic attributes. Instrumental attributes are the 

objective, tangible job features, while symbolic attributes are more subjective and identity-

related. Their research showed that symbolic attributes often explain additional variance in 

organizational attractiveness beyond instrumental ones. For example, even if two companies 

offer similar pay and career prospects, applicants may prefer one over the other. The 

symbolic attributes help individuals find job opportunities that suit their values and desires 

best. 

Employer brand image is therefore not only about factual information, but also about 

interpretations and inferences. For instance, Collins and Stevens (2002) showed that early 
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recruitment activities such as publicity, sponsorships, and word-of-mouth endorsements 

influence employer brand image, which in turn affects application intentions. Similarly, 

Edwards (2010) argued that employer brand image interacts with organizational identity and 

psychological contracts, shaping how credible and trustworthy the employer brand appears. 

This highlights that employer brand image is formed not only by what organizations claim 

in their EVP, but also by how those claims are experienced and verified by potential and 

current employees. 

 

2.1.4  Employer brand process attributes 

While EVP and associations describe the content of the employer brand, process attributes 

describe how the employer brand is communicated and maintained. Kanwal and Van Hoye 

(2024) emphasized three process attributes: distinctiveness, consistency, and consensus. 

Distinctiveness refers to how unique and noticeable the employer brand is compared to 

competitors. Consistency means that the brand message remains coherent across different 

communication channels and over time. Consensus refers to the degree of agreement among 

employees (and potential employees) about the employer brand, which strengthens its 

credibility. Process attributes are crucial because even the most appealing EVP will fail to 

create strong brand equity if the message is inconsistent or lacks credibility. For example, if 

a company promotes itself as highly innovative but the audience does not share this 

perception, the lack of consensus weakens the employer brand.  

Similarly, if external communications are not aligned with internal culture, the lack of 

authenticity creates a gap that harms trust and attractiveness (Backhaus and Tikoo 2004; 

Edwards 2010). On the other hand, when the employer brand is distinctive, consistent, and 

widely shared, it enhances organizational identification and employee ambassadorship 

(Kanwal and Van Hoye 2024). 

Bringing these elements together, employer brand equity can be understood as the overall 

outcome of the EVP, the associations it generates, the resulting employer brand image, and 

the strength of process attributes. The EVP provides the content of the employment offer, 

which creates associations in the minds of potential and current employees. These 

associations combine into an overall image of the employer. Process attributes determine 
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how credible, clear, and strong this image becomes. Together, these dimensions translate 

into employer brand equity, which is reflected in organizational attractiveness, application 

intentions, and employee loyalty. 

 

2.2  Employer branding strategies and activities 

Employer branding strategies consist of the different ways in which organizations 

communicate and deliver their value proposition to both potential and current employees. 

The purpose of these strategies is to build a positive image of the company as an employer 

and to strengthen its attractiveness in the labour market. According to Theurer et al. (2018), 

employer branding should be viewed as a process that applies the logic of brand equity to 

human resource management. In practice, this means that companies use marketing 

principles to create, communicate, and maintain a unique employer image that differentiates 

them from their competitors. 

One of the main strategic areas in employer branding is external communication, which 

focuses on attracting new talent. Companies use several activities to build awareness and 

positive associations among potential applicants. Early recruitment activities such as 

advertising, publicity, sponsorships, and word-of-mouth are especially important, as they 

shape how job seekers perceive the organization before they even apply (Collins and Stevens 

2002, cited in Theurer et al. 2018). Word-of-mouth and social endorsement are considered 

among the most influential channels because people tend to trust the opinions of employees 

and peers more than official communication. Advertising and sponsorships, on the other 

hand, help to increase general awareness and familiarity with the employer brand, 

particularly when combined with other communication channels. 

Digital media has also become a key tool for employer branding. Research shows that the 

quality and style of a company’s career website can strongly influence potential applicants’ 

perceptions of attractiveness (Cober et al. 2003, cited in Theurer et al. 2018). Websites that 

provide useful and clear information, use a visually appealing layout, and offer an interactive 

experience tend to attract more attention and leave a stronger impression. Similarly, the use 

of social media platforms allows companies to share authentic content, show their culture, 

and encourage engagement with potential candidates. Although media-rich content, such as 
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videos and storytelling posts, has not been widely researched yet, it is seen as a promising 

direction for future employer branding activities. 

Another strategic activity is participation in employer ranking programs, such as “Best 

Places to Work” or similar awards. These rankings serve as external signals that the 

organization is a desirable workplace. According to Theurer et al. (2018), recognition in such 

listings can increase media visibility, improve reputation, and even reduce employee 

turnover. However, the benefits depend on how well the award aligns with the company’s 

actual culture and HR practices. If the message of the award does not match the employee 

experience, it can damage credibility instead of strengthening it. 

While external branding builds awareness and interest, internal employer branding focuses 

on maintaining authenticity and engagement among existing employees. Internal branding 

activities aim to ensure that the promises communicated to potential candidates are also 

experienced by those already working in the company. Theurer et al. (2018) describe internal 

branding as the process of aligning employees’ perceptions and behaviours with the 

employer value proposition. This can be achieved through clear internal communication, 

leadership that demonstrates company values, training programmes, and reward systems that 

reinforce desired behaviours. In this way, employees become active brand ambassadors who 

represent the company’s values both inside and outside the organization. 

 

2.2.1  New generation, updated strategies 

The only constant in life is change, and this applies to employer branding too. As the new 

generations come, the employer branding strategies also evolve. As Aittomäki (2024) 

discussed, Generation Z, which includes most of the current university students, has different 

characteristics from the older generations. Generation Z is the first “digital native” 

generation as they have been born to a world with an existing internet and are thus proficient 

with technology (Kim et al. 2022). They also have some common characteristics in values 

and career aspirations: Generation Z tend to be ambitious and independent, and appreciate 

job security, and they value meaningful work but also put a strong emphasis on soft values 

such as diversity, inclusion, and social responsibility (Pandita 2022). 
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These traits make Generation Z an important group for employers to understand when 

developing their employer branding strategies. Research has shown that young applicants 

are not only influenced by formal recruitment campaigns but also by indirect experiences, 

such as how they encounter a company’s products or the word-of-mouth they hear from 

peers (Aittomäki 2024). If these experiences are negative or outdated, they can damage the 

attractiveness of the employer brand, even when the company has a strong internal 

reputation. Brusch et al. (2018) further emphasize the importance of engaging students early 

on through university collaborations and recruitment events, and Lin, Chiang, and Wu 

(2018) highlight that employer branding is more effective when it highlights the person–job 

fit. 

Vieira et al. (2024) add that most existing employer branding and talent management models 

were developed with previous generations in mind, which makes them less suitable for 

Generation Z. This generation tends to value flexibility, transparency, and alignment with 

personal values more than traditional long-term job security. They are also more likely to 

change employers if their expectations are not met. This means employer branding strategies 

must move beyond salary and benefits, placing more emphasis on symbolic and 

psychological aspects that Generation Z values. 

 

2.2.2  Increasing role of social media in employer branding 

Social media has become a key element in employer branding, especially with the 

Generation Z becoming a majority in the job market. As digital natives, Generation Z 

candidates are used to researching potential employers online and expect organizations to 

have an active social media presence. Young job seekers increasingly rely on social media 

to learn about company culture, values, and reputation before applying for a job, and 

companies have started to adapt to this trend (Alashmawy and Yazdanifard 2019). For this 

reason, social media has become an important tool for building and communicating an 

employer brand, and has to be considered as one of the key elements of employer brand 

strategy. 

The use of social media can strengthen employer attractiveness and corporate reputation. 

Sivertzen, Nilsen and Olafsen (2013) found that social media activity has a positive 



25 

 

relationship with an organization’s reputation, which then increases applicants’ intention to 

apply. The authors concluded that while social media presence alone does not directly 

determine whether people apply, it plays a crucial indirect role by improving perceptions of 

the employer.  

Similarly, Kissel and Büttgen (2015) found that social media helps communicate the 

employer’s brand identity and enhances both corporate image and employer attractiveness. 

Their study also showed that company-controlled and company-independent (for example, 

social media job market groups run by a university) social media platforms can both 

positively influence job seekers’ perceptions. Their findings, a bit surprisingly, suggested 

that job-seekers see company-controlled accounts as more credible. However, they noted 

that untrue statements in social media are easily revealed by the users, meaning companies 

are under pressure to be authentic with their content.  

Alashmawy and Yazdanifard (2019) highlight that companies should approach social media 

recruitment marketing strategically, similar to consumer marketing. They suggest that 

employers should tailor their messages to reflect their culture and values, and design social 

media campaigns that speak to the interests of their target audience. This means that a simple 

job posting is no longer enough, but organizations need to create engaging and authentic 

content that connects with potential applicants on a personal level to differentiate 

themselves. This sounds like a resource-taking task, but social media platforms allow 

companies to accurately target their campaigns to very specific audiences, which means that 

paid social media campaigns with tailored messages can be provided rather easily. A 

company can even run multiple campaigns at the same time to different types of audiences.  

A key advantage of social media is its ability to combine communication, engagement, and 

peer influence. Platforms like LinkedIn, Instagram, and Facebook allow people to share 

experiences about employers, creating a form of digital word-of-mouth. Ahamad (2019) 

found that while traditional word-of-mouth from close contacts has the strongest impact on 

employer attractiveness, online word-of-mouth on social media also significantly shapes 

perceptions of employers. Especially, messages from trusted connections or employees can 

strengthen the perceived credibility of an organization.  

Social media is also an effective channel for communicating the symbolic aspects of the 

employer brand, such as values, identity, and culture. Eger, Mičík, and Řehoř (2018) found 
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that university students use both company websites and social media profiles to evaluate 

employers but perceive social media as more suitable for learning about organizational 

values and culture. Their study showed that symbolic attributes such as reliability, 

professionalism, and flexibility are the main traits that make an employer attractive to young 

job seekers.  

Similarly, Kissel and Büttgen (2015) showed that job seekers’ sense of identification with 

the company’s online personality, self-congruity, strongly influences how attractive they 

find an employer. These results suggest that employers should use social media not only to 

advertise vacancies but also to express their identity and personality. Alashmawy and 

Yazdanifard (2019) support this by emphasizing the need for authenticity and consistent 

storytelling in recruitment marketing. When companies share real employee experiences and 

highlight genuine aspects of their culture, they build trust and strengthen emotional 

connections with their audiences. 

While most research focuses on attracting potential applicants, recent studies also emphasize 

social media’s internal role in employer branding. Yoganathan, Osburg, and Bartikowski 

(2021) studied how employees’ own social media competence influences employer brand 

outcomes. They found that employees who are skilled and confident in using social media 

tend to promote their employer online through what they call “online brand citizenship 

behavior.” This type of voluntary advocacy helps strengthen the organization’s reputation 

externally.  

Moreover, social media competence among employees reduces feelings of distrust or 

dissatisfaction because it creates a sense of connection and belonging. Yoganathan et al. 

(2022) explain this through the concept of online social capital: social media enables 

employees to build strong internal bonds (bonding capital) and weak external ties (bridging 

capital), both of which enhance engagement with the employer brand. This highlights that 

social media is not only a tool for external branding but also a way to build internal 

commitment and alignment among employees. The finding supports Backhaus and Tikoo’s 

(2004) framework, where company employees can act as the employer brand advocates 

when they are committed and their values are in alignment with the company’s values. 

Social media has a multidimensional role in employer branding. Externally, it helps 

companies increase visibility, improve reputation, and communicate both functional and 
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symbolic aspects of their employer brand (Sivertzen et al. 2013; Kissel and Büttgen 2015). 

Internally, it enables employees to act as brand ambassadors and co-creators of the employer 

brand (Yoganathan et al. 2021). However, success requires authenticity, strategic 

communication, and employee engagement. Social media is most effective when 

organizations use it not only to share information but also to tell their story, demonstrate 

their values, and build relationships. In today’s digital environment, where younger 

generations expect transparency and connection, social media has become an essential tool 

for forming and sustaining a strong employer brand. 

 

2.3  The Relationship Between Consumer Brand and Employer Brand 

One interesting dimension in the employer brand and attractiveness research is the 

relationship between employer brand and consumer brand. Recent research shows that 

consumer and employer brands are closely connected and often reinforce one another 

(Mokina 2014; Sparrow and Otaye 2015). Together, they form a unified brand architecture 

under the corporate brand, where the consumer brand targets customers and the employer 

brand targets current and potential employees (Mokina, 2014). 

According to Mokina (2014), the employer brand is one of the structural components of the 

corporate brand alongside the product, social, and goodwill brands. These components 

interact continuously and share the same corporate values and identity. The consumer brand 

presents these values externally to customers, while the employer brand communicates them 

to the labour market and internally to employees. A strong consumer brand can enhance the 

employer brand by creating positive associations about the organization’s quality and 

reputation.  

Similarly, a strong employer brand strengthens the consumer brand through the behaviour 

and engagement of employees who deliver the brand promise to customers. Mokina (2014, 

146) summarizes this relationship as a chain linking the corporate brand, product brand, and 

employer brand, where the corporate brand acts as “the main carrier of values, vision, and 

mission of the company”. Then the consumer brand and employer brand sort of translate 

these main elements of the corporate brand to the targeted audiences: employer brand to the 

current and potential employees, and product brand to the customers. This chain link 
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perspective (Figure 3) highlights the importance of aligning corporate values through the 

different sections to communicate a concise value proposition to all stakeholders.  

Sparrow and Otaye (2015) support this idea by arguing that alignment between the employer 

and consumer brands is crucial for authenticity and trust. When the internal and external 

brand messages are consistent, employees are more likely to act in ways that support the 

consumer brand, which leads to a more coherent overall reputation. Sparrow and Otaye 

(2015) also note that inconsistencies between what a company promotes to consumers and 

what it delivers to employees can damage both brands. For example, an organization that 

markets itself as innovative but maintains a rigid internal culture may lose credibility in the 

eyes of both employees and customers. Thus, coherence across all brand domains is vital for 

long-term brand equity. 

 

 

Figure 3. Relationship between corporate brand, product brand and employer brand. 

(Mokina 2014) 
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The importance of aligning employer and consumer brands is further supported by the work 

of Ghielen et al. (2020). Their research examined how congruity between consumer and 

employer brand messages affects employer brand equity. The study found that perceived 

congruity between the two brands significantly increases job pursuit intentions. When people 

perceive that the company communicates a consistent image to both consumers and 

employees, they view it as more authentic and trustworthy. In contrast, incongruity between 

the two brands can weaken employer attractiveness and create confusion. The authors 

conclude that managing both brands in an integrated way is essential, as individuals interpret 

employer information through the cognitive frame they already hold about the consumer 

brand. 

Empirical research has also demonstrated the interdependence between consumer and 

employer brands. Rosengren and Bondesson (2014) provide evidence of how consumer 

advertising can positively influence the employer brand. Their study found that creative 

consumer advertising not only enhances consumer perceptions but also signals qualities such 

as innovativeness, intelligence, and prestige to potential employees. These perceptions 

increase employer attractiveness, as job seekers infer from creative and appealing marketing 

campaigns that the company is a desirable and dynamic place to work. In this sense, 

consumer-facing marketing serves as an indirect form of employer branding. The opposite 

effect seems to be also true.  

Rybaczewska, Sparks, and Sułkowski (2020) show that employer image can influence 

consumers’ purchase decisions. Their quantitative study revealed that while employer image 

is not the main driver of consumer choice, it acts as an important differentiator when product 

offerings are similar. Consumers associate a positive employer reputation with ethical 

behaviour, trustworthiness, and product quality, which can increase loyalty and purchase 

intentions. This finding confirms that employer reputation is not only important in the labour 

market but also has a measurable impact on consumer behaviour. 

Denisova (2023) provides further support for this integrated view in her master’s thesis, 

which analyses the effects of brand congruence between corporate, consumer, and employer 

brands. The findings indicate that alignment among these three dimensions strengthens both 

organizational reputation and attractiveness. When internal and external brand messages 

share the same core values, stakeholders perceive the company as more authentic and 

trustworthy. The thesis also highlights that employees can act as brand ambassadors whose 
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advocacy reinforces consumer perceptions, linking internal experience directly with external 

reputation. Denisova (2023) argues that the absence of alignment can lead to perceptions of 

inauthenticity, where stakeholders doubt the company’s integrity. 

These studies illustrate that the relationship between consumer and employer brands is 

reciprocal. A positive consumer brand can attract talent, and a strong employer brand can 

strengthen the trust and authenticity perceived by customers. The key implication is that 

organizations should manage their consumer and employer brands jointly rather than 

separately, ensuring that internal culture and external marketing communicate a unified and 

credible message. This integration supports the development of long-term brand equity 

across all stakeholder groups. 

 

2.4  Job-specific attributes and employer attractiveness 

Employer attractiveness is not determined only by the employer brand image of the 

organization, but also by the specific characteristics of the job itself. Applicants often base 

their first impressions on job-related information such as salary, development opportunities, 

and the nature of the work. These job-specific attributes represent the more tangible side of 

employer/job attractiveness and play a crucial role in job pursuit intentions and decisions to 

apply (Boswell et al. 2003; Lievens and Highhouse 2003; Rozsa and Machova 2020; Ronda 

et al. 2018). 

 

2.4.1  Compensation, benefits and work-life balance 

One of the most obvious and influential job-specific factors is compensation. Several studies 

have shown that salary remains as one of the strongest factors of job attractiveness (Boswell 

et al. 2003; Schlechter et al. 2014). Schlechter et al. (2014) found that high levels of 

remuneration significantly increase the perceived attractiveness of a job, and that benefits 

and variable pay further strengthen this effect. However, these additional financial elements 

cannot compensate for low basic pay, suggesting that remuneration itself carries the greatest 

weight. Their research also highlighted that this pattern applies to knowledge workers and 

professionals, whose skills are in high demand. Similarly, Srivastava and Bhatnagar (2010) 
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argued that attractive compensation helps organizations to secure scarce talent and creates a 

competitive advantage in the labour market. 

Benefits and flexibility are also important job features that shape job attractiveness. Rozsa 

and Machova (2020) demonstrated that informativeness about salary, benefits, and work-life 

balance in online job announcements significantly increases job pursuit intentions. Their 

findings suggest that applicants are more likely to respond to job offers that clearly 

communicate such information. The importance of work-life balance and flexibility is also 

highlighted in more recent research. Vieira et al. (2024) found that younger generations, 

especially Generation Z, tend to value flexible work arrangements and the balance between 

personal and professional life more than older generations. These findings imply that 

offering flexible conditions can make employers more appealing to modern job seekers. 

 

2.4.2  Career advancement and development opportunities 

Career advancement and professional development opportunities are another central 

attribute influencing employer attractiveness. Boswell et al. (2003) showed that 

advancement and learning possibilities were among the most influential factors in 

applicants’ job-choice decisions.  

Berthon, Ewing, and Hah (2005) describe these as part of the functional value of 

employment, reflecting how the job supports personal and professional growth. When 

organizations communicate these opportunities clearly, they help applicants form positive 

expectations about long-term career potential within the company. 

 

2.4.3  Nature and content of the work 

The nature and content of the work also have a significant role. Applicants are likely to be 

attracted to jobs that are perceived as interesting, challenging, and aligned with their skills 

and values (Boswell et al. 2003). Job descriptions that provide clear information about 

responsibilities and daily tasks help potential employees assess how well the job fits their 

abilities and career goals. According to Rozsa and Machova (2020), informativeness about 
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responsibilities directly contributes to job pursuit intentions, as it reduces uncertainty about 

what the job involves. 

Košťálová et al. (2022) found that job classification, benefits, and the clarity of the job 

description are key predictors of how many people view and react to job postings online. 

They observed that simple and well-structured job postings with clear titles and concise text 

generate more attention and conversions. This finding complements Rozsa and Machova 

(2020) by emphasizing that the way information is presented can be just as important as the 

content itself in attracting applicants. In the online environment, job seekers respond quickly 

to easily interpretable and visually appealing information, which means that clarity and 

precision in communication are important in making the job posting attractive. 

 

2.4.4  How job attributes create value perceptions 

Ronda et al. (2018) provide an important theoretical explanation of why job attributes 

influence attractiveness. They distinguish between employer attributes, employee benefits, 

and perceived value. The same job attribute, such as flexible working hours, can provide 

different benefits depending on the applicant’s personal needs, such as better work-life 

balance or increased productivity. Thus, job-specific attributes contribute to employer 

attractiveness through the individual interpretations and value perceptions that they create. 

The instrumental-symbolic framework by Lievens and Highhouse (2003) helps to 

conceptualize these findings. Instrumental attributes refer to tangible job characteristics such 

as pay, career development, and job security, whereas symbolic attributes represent 

intangible aspects such as prestige or innovativeness. Job-specific factors primarily belong 

to the instrumental side but can also signal symbolic meanings. For example, innovative job 

tasks may indicate a progressive and modern organizational culture. In this sense, job-

specific attributes do not exist entirely separately from the employer brand but can also act 

as reinforcing elements of the employer brand.  
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3  Research methodology 

This section describes the methodological choices made to examine what makes a job 

position attractive for marketing students and how they evaluate employer and job-related 

cues during the job search process. The aim of the study is exploratory, which means that 

rather than testing predefined hypotheses, the goal is to understand how marketing students 

make sense of job opportunities, what factors guide their application decisions, and what 

kind of trade-offs they are willing to make. Because these meanings are subjective, 

contextual, and constructed through individual experiences, a qualitative research approach 

is the most suitable for this study. 

 

3.1  Research design 

This study applies a qualitative research design to explore how marketing students interpret 

job attractiveness and employer-related cues during their job search. Cresswell and Poth 

(2023, pp. 4) define qualitative research as follows: “Qualitative research begins with 

assumptions and the use of interpretive/theoretical frameworks that inform the study of 

research problems addressing the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human 

problem. To study this problem, qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative approach 

to inquiry, the collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places under 

study, and data analysis that is both inductive and deductive and establishes patterns or 

themes. The final written report or presentation includes the voices of participants, the 

reflexivity of the researcher, a complex description and interpretation of the problem, and its 

contribution to the literature or a call for change.” A qualitative approach is appropriate 

because the research focuses on subjective meanings, personal reasoning processes, and 

interpretations that cannot be easily captured through numerical measurement.  

Qualitative research is often applicable when the goal is to understand how individuals make 

sense of their experiences in a specific context (Creswell and Poth 2023). As this study 

examines how students evaluate job postings, form impressions of employers, and negotiate 
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trade-offs between job attributes, a qualitative design provides the flexibility needed to 

capture these processes. 

The research is grounded in a constructivist and interpretivist epistemology, which assumes 

that individuals develop subjective meanings of their experiences instead of uncovering 

objective truths. These meanings are shaped through social interaction, as well as through 

historical and cultural contexts, and are therefore multiple and varied. From this perspective, 

the researcher aims to understand participants’ own interpretations of job opportunities and 

acknowledges that knowledge is co-constructed during the interview process (Creswell and 

Poth, 2023). By using this perspective, concepts such as an “attractive job” or a “good 

employer” are viewed as subjective interpretations rather than fixed features of an open job 

position. Meaning is co-created between the researcher and the participants as they reflect 

on their experiences. This makes an interpretivist approach suitable for understanding how 

marketing students develop their perceptions of job opportunities. However, it is important 

that the researcher does not “lead” the interview to their desired direction, but reacts to the 

topics brought up by the interviewee.  

For such research, semi-structured interviews were selected as the method of data collection. 

Semi-structured interview style was chosen because it provides a flexible yet focused 

structure that enables participants to describe their experiences in depth while still allowing 

the interviewer to ask follow-up questions based on participants’ responses. This method 

also supports the expression of diverse perceptions and personal viewpoints, making it 

suitable for exploring how individuals interpret job opportunities (Kallio et al. 2016) 

The data was analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis, following the six-phase framework 

proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The process begins with familiarization, during which 

the researcher becomes closely acquainted with the data through repeated reading. This step 

is followed by generating initial codes, where meaningful features of the data are identified 

and labelled systematically. In the third phase, the researcher searches for themes by 

organizing related codes into broader patterns that capture meaningful aspects of the data. 

The fourth phase involves reviewing and refining these themes to ensure they are coherent 

and distinct in relation to both the coded extracts and the entire dataset. In the fifth phase, 

themes are defined and named, which requires clarifying their analytic focus and 

determining how each theme contributes to understanding the research questions. The final 
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phase involves producing the written report, where themes are presented with supporting 

data extracts and interpretive commentary. 

Reflexive thematic analysis acknowledges the researcher’s active role in interpreting the data 

and constructing themes instead of treating themes as objective elements that simply 

“emerge.” This approach aligns with the epistemological stance of the study because it 

emphasizes interpretation and reflexivity throughout the analytic process. Braun and Clarke 

(2019) describe reflexive thematic analysis as well-suited for research that aims to identify 

patterns of meaning across a dataset while preserving the depth and complexity of 

participants’ accounts. Ahmed et al. (2025) summary of the six steps of thematic analysis 

provided a practical foundation for conducting the analysis in an organized way. In their 

paper, they emphasize the importance of systematic coding, iterative theme development, 

and researcher reflexivity. 

The research design combines a qualitative approach, semi-structured interviews, and 

reflexive thematic analysis to create a coherent methodological approach for examining how 

marketing students form their understanding of job attractiveness.  

  

3.2  Data sampling and collection 

A carefully defined sampling strategy and systematic data collection process were used in 

this research to ensure that the participants and the material aligned with the research 

objectives. A criterion sampling approach was used to recruit participants who met 

predetermined requirements relevant to the study. A criterion sampling is a purposeful 

sampling technique, where the participants have to fulfill some criteria to be considered as 

valid interviewees (Shaheed and Pradhan 2019). 

The main criteria for participation was that the interviewees had to be master-level marketing 

students who had actively searched for positions related to their field of study. This ensured 

that all participants had relevant experience with evaluating job postings and making 

application decisions. A similar stage of studies was important as the preferences and criteria 

of a first-year bachelor student and a last-year master’s student are likely to differ. Master-

level students were chosen as they are more likely to have more experience in applying for 
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entry-level jobs. In total, nine (9) Finnish marketing students studying in a Finnish university 

participated in the study. 

Data was collected through individual semi-structured interviews (Appendix 1). This 

method was chosen because it enables participants to describe their experiences in depth 

while still allowing the researcher to maintain a consistent focus in the interviews (Kallio et 

al. 2016). All interviews were conducted online using Microsoft Teams, which allowed for 

a flexible and accessible interview setting for participants. The interviews were held in 

Finnish for participant comfort and natural expression. Each interview lasted between 20 

and 45 minutes. All interviews were audio-recorded with the participants’ consent. 

Automatic transcription tool was used to create initial transcripts, which were then manually 

reviewed and corrected by the researcher to ensure accuracy. After transcription, the 

interviews were translated into English for the coding and analysis process. Although 

translation may remove some linguistic nuances, the primary focus of the study is on the 

meanings expressed by participants. All interviews were conducted in April 2025.  

 

Table 1: Interviews 

  Age Gender Graduation year 

Interview 1 24 Male 2026 

Interview 2 24 Female 2025 

Interview 3 26 Female 2025 

Interview 4 24 Female 2025 

Interview 5 23 Female 2025 

Interview 6 25 Female 2026 

Interview 7 28 Female 2026 

Interview 8 25 Female 2025 

Interview 9 25 Male 2025 

 



37 

 

3.3  Data analysis 

The interview data was analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis. This approach was 

appropriate for the aims of the study because it supports an in-depth exploration of how 

participants interpret job attractiveness and employer-related cues. Reflexive thematic 

analysis views meaning as constructed rather than discovered, and emphasizes the active 

role of the researcher in generating themes, which aligns with the interpretivist epistemology 

of this study. 

Because the interviews were conducted in Finnish, the transcripts were translated into 

English for the coding process. Coding the English translations allowed the analysis to 

proceed within a consistent language, although it is acknowledged that translation may 

involve some loss of nuance. The focus of the analysis remained on participants’ expressed 

meanings instead of precise wording. 

The coding process combined inductive and theory-informed elements. Most codes were 

generated directly from the data without predefined categories, but existing research on job 

attractiveness and employer branding had an influence on the category creation. Coding was 

done in ATLAS.ti, which supported the organization of transcripts and codes. 

The analytic procedure followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phases. First, I familiarized 

myself with the data. In the process, listening to the recorded interviews while fixing the 

automatic transcription worked well for the data familiarization. In the second phase, initial 

codes were generated by identifying meaningful features of the data related to how students 

evaluated job opportunities. In the third phase, codes were grouped into broader patterns that 

represented potential themes. These themes were then reviewed against both the coded 

extracts and the full dataset to ensure coherence and distinctiveness. In the fifth phase, 

themes were refined and clearly defined to capture their central meaning and relevance to 

the research question. The analysis concluded with the production of the findings, where 

themes were supported with illustrative data extracts and interpretive commentary. 

Throughout all stages, the analysis was iterative, flexible, and interpretive, consistent with 

reflexive thematic analysis principles (Ahmed et al. 2025). 
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3.4  Trustworthiness 

In qualitative research, reliability and validity are commonly addressed through the concept 

of trustworthiness, which consists of four criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability (Ahmed 2024). These criteria acknowledge the interpretive and context-

dependent nature of qualitative research. 

Credibility is the extent to which the findings accurately reflect participants’ experiences and 

perspectives. It focuses on whether the researcher has captured a truthful and convincing 

image of the phenomenon from the viewpoint of those who participated in the study. 

Transferability means the applicability of the findings to other contexts. Instead of seeking 

statistical generalization, qualitative research supports transferability by providing detailed 

descriptions that allow readers to evaluate whether the findings might apply in similar 

settings. Dependability relates to the consistency and stability of the research process. It 

refers to whether the study could be repeated in a similar context and yield comparable 

insights, assuming the same research design and procedures were followed. Confirmability 

means the degree to which the findings are formed by the participants rather than by 

researcher bias or assumptions. This involves demonstrating that interpretations are 

grounded in the data and that the analytic process is transparent. (Ahmed 2024) 

In this research, to support the credibility of the findings, participants were selected based 

on clear inclusion criteria to ensure they had relevant experience with job searching in their 

field. Semi-structured interviews allowed students to articulate their thoughts in their own 

words, and reflexive thematic analysis provided a structured approach for identifying 

patterns of meaning from the data. 

Transferability has been enabled by providing a transparent description of the study context, 

sampling strategy, and characteristics of the participants. These details allow readers to 

assess whether the findings may be relevant to similar groups of marketing students or 

comparable job search environments. 

Dependability was supported by applying a well-established and widely used analytic 

framework. The study followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase model for reflexive 

thematic analysis. The use of a consistent interview format and a clearly described analytic 

procedure strengthen the stability and transparency of the research process.  
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In their reflection, Braun and Clarke (2019) note that reflexive thematic analysis is often 

misunderstood or misapplied, for example, through the use of rigid coding procedures, or 

coding reliability measures borrowed from positivist traditions. They emphasize that such 

practices are incompatible with reflexive thematic analysis, which relies on researcher 

subjectivity, iterative engagement with the data, and the active construction of themes rather 

than their passive emergence. In this study, the analysis followed these principles by 

avoiding consensus coding and instead approaching coding and theme development as 

flexible, interpretive, and recursive processes. 

Confirmability was taken into account by approaching the data consciously and reflexively. 

Although no formal reflexive journal was maintained, the researcher remained aware of his 

own background and potential influence on the analysis. Coding decisions, theme 

refinement, and interpretive choices were made with the aim of representing participants’ 

perspectives accurately and thoughtfully. 

These actions support the trustworthiness of the study and make sure that the findings offer 

a credible and meaningful understanding of how marketing students evaluate job 

opportunities and potential employers. 
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4  Findings 

This chapter presents the results of the thematic analysis of nine interviews with early-career 

marketing students. Four themes were recognized after the analysis. Three of the themes 

describe how marketing students evaluate the entry-level employment opportunities, and the 

fourth theme describes their decision-making on the compromises they are willing to (or not 

willing to) make.  

Main themes and subthemes overview 

Theme 1: Perceived job attractiveness 

Subtheme 1.1: Clarity and coherence 

Subtheme 1.2: Alignment with personal criteria and interests 

Subtheme 1.3: Alignment with skills and experience 

Subtheme 1.4: Development and learning opportunities 

 

Theme 2: Perceived employer attractiveness 

Subtheme 2.1 | Employer brand exposure and first impressions 

Subtheme 2.2 | Word-of-mouth and social proof 

Subtheme 2.3 | Values and ethics alignment 

 

Theme 3: Practical aspects 

Subtheme 3.1: Location and way of working 

Subtheme 3.2: Financial aspects 

 

Theme 4: Compromises 

Subtheme 4.1: Salary 



41 

 

Subtheme 4.2: Job role 

Subtheme 4.3: Non-negotiables 

 

4.1  Theme 1: Perceived job attractiveness 

This theme describes how marketing students assess the attractiveness of a specific job 

before deciding whether to apply. Participants evaluated entry-level roles by examining how 

clearly the job was defined, how well it aligned with their own preferences and skills, and 

whether it offered proper opportunities for development. The evaluations reflect students’ 

desire for roles that feel coherent and meaningful, and can support early-career growth. The 

perceived job attractiveness is divided into four subthemes. 

 

Subtheme 1.1: Clarity and coherence 

Students consistently evaluate the attractiveness of a job based on how clearly the role is 

described. A coherent and well-defined job description indicates realistic expectations and 

helps students understand what the work would actually involve, whereas too broad, or 

poorly written advertisements reduce interest and can lead students to exclude the position 

at the application stage.  

Participants emphasized that vague role descriptions make it difficult to understand the 

actual content of the job, reducing their motivation to apply. Also, undefined roles signal 

that the job role is to be a gofer, which is seen as unattractive. 

“If the job description seemed too broad, you could sometimes 

tell that they might just throw all kinds of random tasks at you 

without a clear focus.” (Interview 6) 

“If the role isn’t described clearly enough so that you can’t tell 

what you’d actually be doing.” (Interview 3) 

 

Transparency in the job advertisement creates trustworthiness. A misleading title and 

description can quickly reduce interest. Hiding the salary for the intern position also makes 
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the applicant doubtful, whereas being open about the salary range creates an image of an 

honest employer. 

“They’re labeled with the word ‘marketing’ or ‘marketer’, but 

when you read the ad, it’s not even clear what you’d actually be 

doing there.” (Interview 3) 

”And if the salary, or at least a salary range, was listed, I think 

that’s a really good thing. It increases transparency and tells me 

that okay, this is an honest workplace or employer that wants to 

have an open discussion.” (Interview 8) 

 

Clarity and coherence in the job announcement can go a long way. On the contrary, if an 

applicant is left with many questions and doubts about the position and tasks, it critically 

reduces the interest.  

 

Subtheme 1.2: Alignment with personal criteria and interests 

Marketing students also assess job attractiveness based on how well the role aligns with their 

personal criteria, interests, and values. Beyond task clarity, participants seek positions where 

the industry and tasks match their personal interests. They also considered general job-

related preferences such as workplace atmosphere and colleagues.  

Roles that align with the individual's interests are consistently viewed as more appealing. 

Marketing jobs can be very different depending on the industry you are working in, or the 

focus area of the role you are applying to. 

“If I compare a marketing job at an electricity company versus 

an interior design retailer, I’d choose the interior design role 

because the topics interest me more.” (Interview 2) 

“Of course, the more the position focused on social media and 

content creation, the more important that was to me… I’ve kind 

of found that it’s my thing.” (Interview 8) 

”I’ve kind of avoided content creation roles — I’ve focused more 

on data-based marketing positions, not so much creative ones. 

That kind of work isn’t really my thing.” (Interview 5) 

“Especially those that are very social-media-focused — those 

automatically don’t interest me, because that’s not really my 

field, things like Instagram content creation and such.” 

(Interview 9) 
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It’s also important that the job is not in conflict with what is important for the applicant. If 

the job feels meaningful, the applicant is more motivated to apply. Meaningfulness can come 

from different things, and it depends on the values and interests of the applicant.  

“If the field or the job description aligns with my personal 

values, that’s really important too.” (Interview 3) 

“I want to do work that feels meaningful… if I could do 

communications there, I’d learn a lot and also advance a cause 

close to my heart.” (Interview 2) 

“I’d like to do work that contributes to the common good… 

something that has a broader-level motivation behind it.” 

(Interview 1) 

 

Also, how the applicants feel their personality fits the job, and the organizational culture 

influenced their decision-making. 

“I paid attention to how they described the work environment. 

For example, if it said things like ‘you must handle high 

pressure’ or ‘work in a very fast-paced environment,’ that gave 

me a bit of a feeling like, ‘okay…’” (Interview 6) 

“I’d say one major factor is colleagues — the people and the 

sense of community… The overall work atmosphere is really 

important.” (Interview 2) 

“Workplaces where I feel like I have to be overly professional or 

‘expert-like’… that doesn’t work for me. I want to be able to joke 

around and bring our personalities into it.” (Interview 8) 

 

Subtheme 1.3: Alignment with skills and experience 

Students also assess job attractiveness based on how well the tasks align with their existing 

skills and areas of competence. Roles that match their strengths are perceived as more 

appealing and attainable. Participants were drawn to positions where they could contribute 

ideas, influence practices, or leave their own mark.  

When the job role and tasks are matching with the personal strengths and experience, 

applicants feel that they can not only land the job, but also succeed in it.  
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“When the tasks matched my strengths, I got more excited. It felt 

like something I could really succeed in.” (Interview 5) 

“They also had regular marketing trainee positions there, and I 

applied for those too, but this one matched my skills the best — 

that was a big reason I applied. I consider myself a pretty good 

writer, and this one also required technical skills, like Adobe 

Premiere Pro and other Creative Suite programs, which I’d 

already used before I even started university. And video shooting, 

photography — which I’ve also done a lot of” (Interview 9) 

“Yeah — so the job description had to be something that made 

you feel like you could actually do it, that you had the right skills 

for it.” (Interview 7) 

 

Being able to contribute and make an impact is also important for students when evaluating 

job opportunities. Work is more fulfilling when you can leave your mark, but it is also 

important from the perspective of building your portfolio for future jobs. 

“Those [companies whose marketing wasn’t polished] started to 

interest me because I thought, ‘Okay, there’s clearly room for 

improvement here — I could really help develop this.’” 

(Interview 4) 

“Maybe that the decision-makers are closer to you… so I could 

have more influence myself. That’s a significant motivator for me 

— that my own input shows.” (Interview 9)   

 

Alignment with skills and experience is important for two reasons. When your skills and 

experience are aligned with the job difficulty, your chances of getting that job are better. 

Also, by being able to contribute, you can showcase your skills. 

 

Subtheme 1.4: Learning and development opportunities 

Students also evaluate the attractiveness of a job based on how it supports their professional 

growth. Positions are considered appealing when they provide opportunities to learn new 

systems or tools, develop existing skills, and take on increasing responsibility. Many 

participants viewed early-career jobs as stepping stones that could help them build credibility 

and progress toward more advanced roles. Development potential is a central criterion when 

determining whether a job is worth pursuing. 
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At the start of a professional career, it is important to gain relevant skills to enhance your 

CV. Among marketing students, learning opportunities are important when seeking entry-

level jobs. Especially, learning the use of different kinds of digital tools was emphasized. 

“I’ve realized that I value workplaces where I can learn as much 

new as possible — especially practical, system-related tasks… 

I’d love to get the chance to learn to use those kinds of tools at 

work, without having to pay for them myself.” (Interview 2) 

If I saw in the job ad that you’d get to learn different systems, 

tools, or new areas of marketing, that always made it more 

interesting.” (Interview 5) 

“It’s like you said — being able to use my existing skills — but 

maybe even more that I haven’t done that kind of work very 

actively before, so I wanted to develop my own abilities in that 

area. Basically, to get to do that kind of thing in a more 

professional environment — work I’ve mostly done as a hobby.” 

(Interview 9) 

“If it’s a job where I already know I can do everything described, 

and there’s nothing new to learn, then that’s not exciting either.” 

(Interview 3) 

 

Professional growth is important for applicants at the start of their careers. Work 

environments that emphasize opportunities to grow and offer chances for future employment 

are seen as attractive.  

“Everyone who had gone through that internship program had 

ended up getting hired by them afterward… that was really 

appealing.” (Interview 6) 

“I look for growth opportunities — a place where I can really 

learn and develop further, and take on more responsibility.” 

(Interview 7) 

“I see that as basically the main goal of fixed-term employment 

— to get evidence that you’re capable of doing those tasks, so 

that in future job searches you have something to show.” 

(Interview 9) 
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4.2  Theme 2: Perceived employer attractiveness  

This theme describes how marketing students form impressions of potential employers and 

which employer characteristics they perceive as appealing or unattractive. Participants 

evaluated employers through brand exposure, social proof, and value alignment. Social 

media content, friends, websites, job ads, and general brand familiarity acted as sources of 

their impressions. Students also assess employers based on ethical considerations and 

organizational values, which play an important role in determining whether a workplace 

feels attractive or worth applying to. 

 

Subtheme 2.1: Employer brand exposure and first impressions 

Students form their first impressions of employers through various brand exposure channels, 

including social media pages, websites, and job advertisements. Through these channels, 

applicants evaluate the professionalism, organizational culture, and trustworthiness of the 

employer. A polished online presence, warm job ad tone, and recognizable brand identity 

signaled that the employer was credible and appealing. On the contrary, demanding or poorly 

done communication often had the opposite effect. 

The general vibe of an organization and cues of professionalism can have a really significant 

effect on the employer attractiveness. Social media and career pages were a common channel 

for evaluating the organizational culture. 

“They had lots of videos, a really good careers page… It felt 

warm and positive.” (Interview 4) 

“If a company’s website or social media looked really 

professional and well done, that made me think, ‘Okay, they 

clearly know what they’re doing.’” (Interview 8) 

“If the company has any sort of social media presence, I usually 

check their channels… because there are often videos or 

interviews or other materials featuring employees. That helps 

you get at least a bit of a sense of what it’s like to work there.” 

(Interview 2) 

“I came across their social media, and I’ve had acquaintances 

working there… They’ve built a really positive employer image 

— at least in my view, they seem like a really good employer.” 

(Interview 6) 
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Media coverage also played a notable role in forming students’ image of employers. Several 

participants described forming opinions about companies through news reporting or public 

scandals, even when they had no direct experience with the organization. Especially, the 

ethicality was measured through the media coverage, and negative media attention created 

lasting impressions.  

“But in general, companies that have been the center of a social 

media scandal or that have been in the news for unethical 

behavior or problems of some kind.” “I wouldn’t actively apply 

to companies that have been publicly criticized or involved in 

scandals, because I wouldn’t want to have that on my CV.” 

(Interview 2) 

“Mainly from the news and other media. It’s not like I’ve heard 

it from friends.” [when asked where the image of company’s 

values come from] (Interview 9) 

 

Subtheme 2.2: Word-of-mouth and social proof 

Word-of-mouth was one of the strongest influencers in how students judged employers. 

Friends’ experiences and people heard from acquaintances were frequently mentioned when 

asked how do you know whether a workplace is supportive, toxic, or trustworthy. Also, the 

media coverage and word-of-mouth through job reviews influence the perceptions. 

Friends and peers are seen as a reliable source, especially if the friend has been directly 

involved with the company. The experiences can influence the employer image positively, 

but especially the negative experiences are often revealed.  

“I’ve had acquaintances working there. I’ve heard a lot of good 

things.” (Interview 6) 

“I’d usually talk with people close to me — tell them, ‘hey, I’m 

applying here,’ and ask if they’d heard anything. Often when you 

mention a company, someone might say they know someone 

who’s worked there, and they’ll tell you right away what it was 

like.” (Interview 4) 

“Some examples come to mind — companies that have been in 

the news or that friends have mentioned as having poor working 

conditions.“ (Interview 2) 
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Students rarely directly search for information about the working conditions. This mostly 

happens when the employer and the position raise some doubts.  

“I began reading all sorts of stories online — people’s 

experiences, friends’ experiences — about companies like that. 

So I’ve avoided those since then.” (Interview 3) 

Maybe if it’s a company I’ve never heard of and I have no idea 

what they do — and even from the job ad I can’t really grasp 

what the company is about — then I might start googling it. 

(Interview 2)  

 

On the contrary, bigger companies with well-established brands get a sort of benefit of the 

doubt, and the applicants trust that they have to act accordingly to avoid bad publicity. 

“When a company is well-known, you assume that if there were 

serious issues, it would cause major reputational damage. So 

they have to take care of things properly. But if it’s an unknown 

brand, then there’s more risk — things might be handled poorly 

because it just doesn’t carry the same level of public 

accountability.” (Interview 1) 

 

Subtheme 2.3: Values and ethics perception 

Students consistently evaluated employers based on how well the organization’s values 

aligned with their own ethical principles. Concerns related to sustainability, responsible 

business practices, and general reputation influenced their perception of whether an 

employer is considered attractive or worth avoiding.  

When the industry itself was deemed “unethical” or “bad”, the interviewees avoided 

applying. Often, an unethical industry even acted as a dealbreaker. 

“I wouldn’t work for TikTok… the effect it has on society isn’t 

really a good thing.” “I probably wouldn’t work for Neste 

either.” [referring to environmental values] (Interview 9) 

“If something is completely against my personal values, I 

wouldn’t even apply.” (Interview 6) 

“But no, I didn’t apply to absolutely everything — for example, 

if it didn’t match my values.” (Interview 7) 
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On the contrary, companies whose industry and values are aligned with applicants’ values 

motivate them to apply. Working in a company with an important cause brings 

meaningfulness for the employee. 

“I haven’t pinpointed one specific field yet, but something that 

benefits the common good — or maybe something related to 

sports, like a sports federation or association.  It’s important that 

the job has some kind of broader-level motivation behind it.” 

(Interview 1) 

“Their climate-related SaaS work would be extremely 

interesting… it aligns with my own values.” (Interview 9) 

“Especially that responsibility was a major part of their values 

— that really resonated with me.” (Interview 4) 

 

4.3  Theme 3: Practical Aspects 

While much of the students’ evaluation focused on job attributes and employer perceptions, 

their decisions were also impacted by situational and logistical factors. Location and remote-

work possibilities were common dealbreakers on whether a role was even considered. 

Additionally, students’ financial circumstances, study schedules, and the competitiveness of 

the job market influenced their decision-making. These practical factors acted as the 

underlying conditions that determined which jobs were realistically available to students, 

and thus influenced how all other aspects of a job were evaluated. 

 

Subtheme 3.1: Location and way of working 

Students’ application decisions are shaped by the practical realities of where the job is 

located and how the work could be carried out. Location-related constraints often determined 

whether a job could even be considered. 

“I was mostly guided by location — I applied in Joensuu and 

Jyväskylä, which already limited things quite a bit since there 

weren’t that many jobs available.” (Interview 6) 

“Yeah, okay. It mattered a lot. I could have applied in Joensuu 

too, since I live — or at that time lived — here. But since there 

weren’t many positions available, I also thought, okay, Helsinki 
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is the place where you can do things more diversely and 

challenge yourself in a different way” (Interview 8) 

 

However, being able to work hybrid or completely remote makes it possible to consider jobs 

further away, with some constraints, of course. A remote job makes the job location almost 

irrelevant, and a hybrid job expands the work travel radius.  

“But if it’s hybrid, then it doesn’t matter that much — I can travel 

somewhere else one or two days a week.” (Interview 5) 

“I’d say it [importance of location] depends on whether they 

offer remote or hybrid options, and also on the distance. For 

example, my current office is in Tampere, but I work completely 

remotely from Vantaa. So in that kind of situation, if it works out 

conveniently for me, that’s fine.” (Interview 3) 

 

Subtheme 3.2: Financial aspects 

Students’ financial situation plays a central role in determining which jobs are feasible to 

apply for. Across interviews, participants emphasized that some level of compensation was 

necessary. Often, the need for some kind of salary was to sustain everyday life during their 

studies. Several stated that unpaid internships were not an option, either on principle or due 

to practical financial constraints. 

“During my studies, it’s been more important just to get some 

compensation for work — to make sure the rest of life functions 

financially.” (Interview 1) 

“Yeah, exactly. I have a principle that I don’t take unpaid 

internships — or ones that pay just a symbolic amount.” 

(Interview 4) 

“Well, I did have at least some criteria — one was that the job 

had to be paid. So, an unpaid internship was out of the question, 

because I simply wouldn’t have been able to live.” (Interview 8) 

 

4.4  Theme 4: Motivations behind trade-offs 

This theme describes the conditions under which students were willing to compromise on 

aspects of a job that did not fully meet their preferences. Instead of compromising randomly, 
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participants emphasize some qualities in a job position over others, and are willing to 

compromise on other features. Marketing students showed flexibility when a job strongly 

matched their interests or offered meaningful tasks and career growth. However, financial 

necessity and a competitive job market situation can push students to broaden their 

acceptable options, whereas certain boundaries, such as unpaid work or ethically conflicting 

employers, remain non-negotiable. 

 

Subtheme 4.1: Appealing role 

Students can often be willing to compromise when the role itself is particularly appealing. 

Positions that aligned strongly with interviewees’ interests, personal passions, or preferred 

industries had bigger weight than practicalities such as salary or commuting distance. When 

a job offered tasks that felt exciting, meaningful, or well-matched to their experience, 

participants were willing to be more flexible with their usual criteria. Appealing job content 

and clear learning value can justify compromises that students would not make for less 

engaging positions. 

“The more interesting the role, the less I care about the salary 

amount. For example, I applied to a very interesting state 

internship with a very low salary — I would have been willing to 

accept it, purely because the role and tasks sounded so 

interesting (Interview 2) 

”The one I applied to at that time really matched my interests. It 

was a consumer brand — a small Finnish jewelry company — 

and it had a strong female leader whom I had already been 

following on social media. So that was the kind of company I 

thought, ‘yeah, I’d be willing to commute for this’” (Interview 4) 

“I’m willing to compromise with a longer commute if the role is 

interesting, helps me progress, or fits my experience.” (Interview 

2) 

“But I also think that at the beginning of your career, it’s good 

to be flexible — because that’s when you can start building 

experience, prove your value, and show what you can do.” 

(Interview 3) 
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Subtheme 4.2: Practical necessities 

Students also mentioned a plenty of situations where compromises were driven by practical 

necessities instead of own interests and desires. Financial security, the need to balance work 

with studies, and the limited availability of suitable positions had an influence on how 

flexible they were prepared to be. Several participants noted that, especially during their 

studies, securing any paid work was essential to support their living costs, which meant being 

more open to roles that did not fully align with their interests and long-term goals, or were 

further from home. 

“During my studies, it’s been more important just to get some 

compensation for work — to make sure the rest of life functions 

financially. Since you can’t necessarily work full-time while 

studying, it’s mattered that the job supports life outside of 

studies.” (Interview 1) 

“Well, I had to be quite flexible, especially since the job situation 

has been difficult and there haven’t been many openings. So, I 

kind of had to make some compromises — like, I thought, ‘well, 

if I can just get an interview, then I can hear more details and 

see how it feels.’” (Interview 6) 

“Summer jobs in Lappeenranta have decreased quite a lot, so it 

kind of forced me to make that compromise — to apply for other 

kinds of jobs too” (Interview 9) 

“But I think that if I had been applying for longer and not finding 

anything, I probably would’ve been ready to travel for something 

that wasn’t necessarily exactly my thing — just to have some kind 

of job.” (Interview 4) 

 

Subtheme 4.3: Non-negotiables: life situation, values and principles 

Although students showed flexibility in many areas, they also described clear boundaries 

they were not willing to cross. For several participants, ethical principles and personal values 

acted as firm limits in their job search. Students emphasized that they would not apply to 

companies whose values conflicted with their own or whose industry raised ethical concerns. 

Similarly, unpaid internships were rejected on principle, regardless of how interesting the 

tasks might have been.  

”If the company’s values clash with mine, I wouldn’t even 

apply.” (Interview 3) 
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”Yeah — if a brand clearly has values that are very different 

from mine, I won’t apply either.” (Interview 5) 

“I did have a salary requirement — I wouldn’t do unpaid work. 

I have so many of my own projects that I want to work on. I value 

my free time more than just getting “experience” from a trainee 

position for one summer.” (Interview 9) 

 

In addition to value-based non-negotiables, students also described practical limits created 

by their life situation. These restrictions can come from financial situations, relationships, or 

other personal circumstances. These non-negotiables include salary requirements and an 

unwillingness to move far. 

“But when it became urgent to find a job — to be able to pay rent 

and all that — then I applied everywhere.”  (Interview 4) 

“Of course, right now I’m also somewhat tied down by my 

partner’s job, so we can’t move just anywhere. So, if someone 

offered me a hybrid job in Oulu, I couldn’t take it.” (Interview 3) 

“Salary is a kind of criterion too — I don’t apply only to the 

highest-paying jobs, but if it’s unpaid, that’s a problem.” 

(Interview 2) 
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5  Discussion and conclusions 

This research explored how marketing students contemplate job opportunities and potential 

employers when deciding whether to apply for a position. Instead of measuring the weighted 

job attributes or employer branding elements, the aim was to understand the decision-making 

and employer image formation process behind early-career application choices. The study 

concentrated specifically on the application stage, where individuals evaluate whether a 

position is worth pursuing. The study was limited, focusing on marketing students belonging 

to Generation Z.  

The study used a qualitative research approach to investigate these subjective evaluations 

and interpretations in depth. Empirical data was collected through semi-structured 

interviews with master’s-level marketing students who had recent experience of searching 

for entry-level positions. The data was analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis, which 

enabled an informative examination of how participants constructed employer images, 

evaluated job attractiveness, and made trade-offs on their preferences. This approach made 

it possible to reveal contextual reasoning processes that influence application decisions and 

that are not easily seen through predefined variables or ranking-based methods. 

Overall, this study contributes an integrated understanding of early-career job evaluation by 

bringing together job attributes, employer image formation, and situational constraints. By 

shifting the focus from identifying which factors are most important, to examining how 

decisions are made in practice, the study provides an in-depth perspective on employer 

attractiveness that complements and extends existing employer branding research. 

 

5.1  Job attractiveness: a multilayered concept 

The findings indicate that job attractiveness is not evaluated as a single attribute or simply 

as a sum of isolated factors. Job attractiveness is a multi-layered concept framed by the 

interaction of several factors. For marketing students at the early stage of their careers, a job 

becomes attractive when different layers (such as role clarity, personal interest, skill 

alignment, and development potential) form a coherent and meaningful whole. Students 
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assess whether a position “makes sense” overall in relation to their current career stage, life 

situation, and future goals. 

When marketing students are looking for open positions and browsing job ads, clear 

descriptions of tasks, responsibilities, and expectations are fundamental for attractiveness by 

reducing uncertainty and by signaling organizational credibility. When role definitions are 

vague or overly broad, the position might be dismissed early in the application process. This 

indicates that, at the application stage, job-related information acts as a kind of a gatekeeper. 

Without clarity, other positive aspects of the employer or industry may not be enough to 

sustain interest. Previous research has similarly shown the importance of the attractiveness 

of job postings (Rozsa and Machova 2020) 

Job attractiveness is also strongly affected by perceived alignment with personal interests 

and competencies. Marketing students actively interpret job content in relation to their own 

strengths, interests, and emerging professional identities. Positions that resonate with 

individual interests or allow students to utilize and further develop their existing skills are 

perceived as more motivating and attainable. The importance of person-job fit has been 

highlighted by Lin et al. (2018). This alignment is not only about the task enjoyment, but 

also about the perceived opportunity to contribute meaningfully and to build a credible early-

career profile. 

Learning and development opportunities are also vital in raising interest in early-career 

decision-making. Entry-level positions are often viewed as stepping stones, and marketing 

students are evaluating jobs in terms of what they enable them to learn and how they support 

longer-term career progression. Opportunities to acquire skills with new tools, systems, or 

responsibilities often increase the perceived value of a role, even when other aspects, such 

as salary or location, are less optimal. his emphasis on learning and development aligns with 

earlier research identifying development value as a key dimension of employer attractiveness 

(Berthon et al. 2005). 

These findings illustrate that job attractiveness emerges from the perceived coherence 

between multiple layers. Marketing students evaluate jobs holistically, assessing whether the 

role offers a credible, meaningful, and development-oriented starting point for their careers. 

This multi-layered evaluation logic helps in explaining why similar job offers may be 

interpreted very differently by different individuals, and why early-career application 
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decisions cannot be fully understood through static rankings of job attributes alone, such as 

salary or employer reputation. 

 

5.2  Employer image is socially constructed 

The findings suggest that how marketing students form an image of the potential employer 

is a socially constructed process that combines a variety of different kinds of sources instead 

of just employers’ branding activities. Employer image emerges as an interpretive outcome 

influenced by social interactions, mediated information, and accumulated impressions. As a 

result, perceptions of employers often already exist before any formal contact with the 

organization, and can strongly influence whether a job opportunity is considered attractive, 

which is consistent with earlier findings (Cable and Turban 2003; Backhaus and Tikoo 

2004). 

Key aspects of this process are peer networks and word-of-mouth. Friends, acquaintances, 

and other trusted contacts are also perceived as credible sources of information over the 

employer messaging, especially when it comes to organizational culture, working 

conditions, and everyday practices. Support findings of Ahamad (2019) as these social 

sources function as informal validators of the employer brand. 

In addition to peer influence, media visibility and online presence are important in how 

marketing students form employer image. Social media channels, career websites, and public 

media coverage provide information that students can see as signals of professionalism, 

credibility, and organizational values. Rather than focusing on specific factual details, 

students often assess the overall tone and authenticity of these channels. Elements such as 

visual quality, communication style, and the general “vibe” of employer communication 

contribute to the perceived image of an employer. As Cable and Turban (2003) highlighted 

the importance of reputation in job attractiveness, well-known employers may benefit from 

a presumption of legitimacy and accountability, while lesser-known organizations can feel 

as a less uncertain option, which requires investigation.  

In short, employer image is not passively received, but socially constructed through 

interactions and observations. For marketing students, employer branding functions more as 

a set of signals that is evaluated within a broader social context. The socially constructed 
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employer image helps explain why indirect cues and third-party narratives often outweigh 

formal recruitment messages, and why big, well-known brands are an attractive option in an 

early stage of a student’s career. 

 

5.3  Trade-offs are situational 

The findings show that marketing students’ application decisions are characterized by 

situational trade-offs rather than by stable preference structures. Instead of applying fixed 

evaluation criteria for all job opportunities, students adjust their standards depending on their 

life situation, job market conditions, and perceived value of the role. Trade-offs can be 

described as context-dependent responses to specific circumstances rather than as clearly 

ranked attributes. 

An important driver of trade-offs is the attractiveness of the job role. When a position aligns 

strongly with a student’s interests or offers meaningful tasks, students are more willing to 

compromise on other aspects, such as salary or commuting distance. Lievens and Highhouse 

(2003) distinguished the difference between symbolic and instrumental value, these kind of 

trade-offs are an example where the symbolic values can overcome instrumental ones. In 

these cases, the seen long-term benefits of skill development and career progression and 

feeling of meaningfulness outweigh the unattractive factors. Early-career trade-offs are often 

motivated by future-oriented reasoning instead of immediate benefits. 

At the same time, trade-offs are influenced by practical necessities related to students’ 

personal and financial circumstances. Tough job market, financial pressure, and the need to 

balance work with studies can lower selectivity and expand the range of acceptable options. 

In these situations, students may apply for roles that only partially align with their interests 

or career aspirations, prioritizing employment security or income stability over ideal job fit.  

The findings also imply that trade-offs are not static over time. As students’ situations evolve 

and change, their preferences also change. A role that might previously have been dismissed 

can later become acceptable under different circumstances. This temporal dimension 

emphasizes that application decisions are part of an ongoing process. 
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Overall, these findings show that trade-offs in early-career job search are situational. 

Understanding trade-offs as dynamic processes helps explain variation in application 

behaviour, and challenges simplified models that assume consistent and stable evaluation 

criteria among job seekers. 

 

5.4  Values act as hard boundaries 

Even though the findings show a lot of flexibility in how marketing students evaluate job 

opportunities and negotiate trade-offs, they also reveal the presence of clear non-negotiable 

boundaries. Personal values and ethical considerations function as strict limits in the 

decision-making process, defining which employers and roles are excluded entirely from 

consideration, regardless of other attractive features. Unlike trade-offs, which are situational 

and adjustable, value-based boundaries seem to be stable reference points. 

Students described avoiding employers or industries that were in conflict with their personal 

values, such as sustainability or societal impact. In these cases, employer image is not 

evaluated in terms of relative attractiveness but through a binary logic of acceptability. While 

Ronda et al. (2018) highlighted the influence of ethics in job attractiveness, the results of 

this study indicate that when an organization is associated with practices or values that 

students find ethically problematic, the decision not to apply can often be unconditional. 

This indicates that value alignment operates as a preliminary filter when evaluating job 

positions. 

In addition to ethical considerations, certain practical principles also function as boundary 

conditions. For many students, unpaid work was categorically rejected, even when the job 

content itself was interesting or provided opportunities to learn. These boundaries reflect 

both moral positions regarding fair compensation and the need to provide a living. Schlecter 

et al. (2014) have highlighted the importance of high remuneration. However, the results of 

this study indicate, that for marketing students seeking early-stage positions, it is important 

to have a reasonable salary for practical necessities, but after that stage is achieved, 

meaningfulness and learning opportunities can be more important. 

These findings suggest that early-career job evaluation involves both flexibility and 

firmness. While marketing students are willing to adapt their criteria and make compromises 
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in response to situational pressures, values establish clear boundaries that limit the scope of 

acceptable trade-offs. Understanding values as hard boundaries helps explain why some 

employers are excluded, even though the offered job position itself would be attractive in 

the context of salary and learning opportunities. 

 

5.5  Reflecting the findings on the research questions and previous findings 

Reflecting on the key findings, this section addresses the research questions of the study. In 

addition, previous research is reflected and tied to the findings.  

The main research question asked how marketing students evaluate employer branding and 

job attributes when deciding whether to apply for a job. The findings indicate that this 

evaluation is an interpretive and holistic process in which job attributes, employer image, 

and situational factors are considered simultaneously. Marketing students assess whether a 

job opportunity forms a coherent and sensible whole in relation to their current career stage, 

skills, and future aspirations. Job-related information, such as task clarity and opportunities 

for development and learning, is emphasized, which is consistent with prior findings 

highlighting the importance of meaningful job content and career development in early-

career decision-making (Boswell et al. 2003; Rozsa and Machova 2020). Decisions to apply 

are not made based on isolated factors, but more like how different signals are interpreted 

together and whether the opportunity is perceived as meaningful and worthwhile.  

The attractiveness of an opportunity is context-dependent. Personal life situation and 

competitive job market guide the decision-making process, which is in line with the work of 

Ronda et al. (2018), who have highlighted the influence of the economic, social, and cultural 

characteristics on the weight of different attractiveness factors. In addition to these fluid 

criteria, applicants have some “must-haves”. A reasonable salary emerged as a clear must-

have, whereas employers seen as unethical are not considered, even when all the other 

attractiveness factors are present.  

The first sub-research question focused on the types of trade-offs marketing students are 

willing to make when searching for a job. The findings show that trade-offs are situational 

and dynamic, not fixed preference hierarchies. This aligns with earlier research suggesting 
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that employer attractiveness depends on individual circumstances and perceived value rather 

than on universally ranked attributes (Ronda et al. 2018).  

Students are more willing to compromise on aspects such as salary, location, or 

organizational prestige when a role offers strong alignment with their interests, meaningful 

tasks, or clear development potential. At the same time, practical necessities related to the 

financial situation and availability of suitable positions influence how flexible students can 

be. Trade-offs emerge as adaptive responses to context and uncertainty.  

The second sub-research question examined how marketing students form their image of 

potential employers. The findings demonstrate that employer image is largely socially 

constructed through indirect sources. Peer networks, word-of-mouth, social media content, 

and media visibility play a key role in shaping perceptions of organizational culture, 

credibility, and values. These findings support the existing research which have highlighted 

the importance of word-of-mouth (traditional and social media) for employer attractiveness 

(Ahamad 2019; Buitek et al. 2023).  

Students actively interpret different cues, often relying on overall tone, consistency, and 

perceived authenticity. When information is incomplete, existing brand associations and 

social signals are used to infer what working for the organization might be like. This is in 

line with the work of Cable and Turban (2003), who found that job seekers rely on employer 

reputation when the information is imperfect about the job position. In today’s world, where 

information is easily accessible, applicants can easily search for cues from the internet and 

social media. As a result, employer image often influences application decisions before any 

formal interaction with the employer takes place, and the image can be formed rather 

quickly, even when the applicant doesn’t have an existing brand image of the company. This 

finding supports Edwards (2010), who emphasized the importance of internal branding to 

support external branding. As employer branding is socially constructed, word of mouth 

plays an important role in forming it, aligning with the findings of Ahamad (2019). 

Interestingly, well-known brands are more easily trusted as employers because applicants 

usually have a certain image of them and they expect to hear about misconducts through the 

media. 

In summary, the findings show that marketing students’ application decisions are shaped by 

a complex and context-sensitive evaluation process rather than by universally applicable 
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criteria. Job attributes, employer image, and situational factors are interpreted in 

combination as students assess whether an opportunity represents a credible, meaningful, 

and feasible step in their early careers. While students demonstrate considerable flexibility 

in negotiating trade-offs in response to personal circumstances and labour market conditions, 

this flexibility is bounded by clear non-negotiables, usually related to compensation and 

ethical considerations. Employer attractiveness emerges as both adaptive and constrained, 

reflecting a decision-making process that balances pragmatic needs with longer-term 

objectives and values.  

 

5.6  Theoretical contributions 

This study contributes to employer branding and recruitment literature by advancing a 

process-oriented understanding of employer attractiveness in the early-career context. While 

prior research has largely focused on identifying and ranking the factors that influence 

employer attractiveness (e.g. Berthon et al. 2005; Lievens and Highhouse 2003), the findings 

of this study shift attention toward how job seekers interpret and combine multiple signals 

when making application decisions.  

This study has helped in clarifying the role of contextuality in employer attractiveness. 

Consistent with earlier work acknowledging situational influences (Rynes, 1989; Boswell et 

al., 2003), this study demonstrates that early-career job evaluation is shaped by personal life 

situation, labour market conditions, and career stage. Rather than applying fixed preference 

hierarchies, marketing students adapt their evaluation criteria dynamically in response to 

perceived constraints and opportunities. This highlights the need for models that better 

account for situational variation in applicant decision-making.  

In addition, the findings refine existing discussions on value alignment in recruitment by 

presenting values as hard boundaries. Earlier research has mostly treated values as one of 

the dimensions influencing employer attractiveness and found it to have an influence 

(Lievens and Highhouse 2003; Berthon et al. 2005; Ronda et al. 2018), but this study 

demonstrates that ethical considerations often function as non-negotiable exclusion criteria. 

This distinction between flexible trade-offs and firm boundaries adds conceptual clarity to 

how employers are evaluated. 
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5.7  Practical implications 

One of the key practical implications of this study concerns the importance of information 

richness and clarity, particularly for employers that are not widely known. The findings show 

that while well-established brands often benefit from a presumption of credibility, lesser-

known organizations are evaluated more critically. When information gaps exist in job 

descriptions or employer communication, unknown companies may be perceived as risky or 

disorganized. For such employers, clear and coherent job descriptions are essential for 

establishing legitimacy. Clear descriptions of tasks, responsibilities, learning opportunities, 

and expectations help reduce uncertainty and increase perceived trustworthiness. However, 

even for well-known employers, clarity remains important. Although strong brands may 

initially attract interest, broad job descriptions can weaken perceived job attractiveness by 

signalling a lack of structure or realistic role definition.  

The findings also indicate that early-career marketing students are often willing to accept 

trade-offs regarding salary level, location, or organizational prestige when a role offers 

meaningful tasks and clear opportunities for skill development. Employers competing for 

this talent pool should highlight learning potential in concrete terms, such as exposure to 

tools/software, responsibilities, or mentoring, instead of giving abstract promises of growth. 

Communicating what a student is likely to gain from the role can increase attractiveness 

even when other conditions are not optimal.  

Due to the importance of social construction in employer image formation, peer narratives 

and employee-generated content are in an influential position. Word-of-mouth, shared 

through personal networks or online platforms, is perceived as highly credible and often 

outweighs official employer communication. Employers must recognize employees as key 

contributors to the employer brand and ensure that internal experiences align with external 

promises. Encouraging authentic employee participation in recruitment-related content may 

strengthen credibility, but only if it reflects actual working conditions. As Backhaus and 

Tikoo (2004) and Edwards (2010) emphasized, internal marketing can be just as important 

as external marketing. 
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5.8  Limitations and future research 

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings. 

The empirical data was collected from a relatively small sample of Finnish master’s-level 

marketing students. While this sample was appropriate for the exploratory and interpretive 

aims of the study, the findings cannot be generalized to all students or job seekers. The study 

focused exclusively on the application stage of the recruitment process. Decisions related to 

job offer acceptance, onboarding experiences, or long-term employer attachment were 

excluded.  

Prior research suggests that evaluation criteria may shift across recruitment stages. The 

research was conducted within a single national and cultural context. Labour market 

conditions, value priorities, and employer branding practices may differ across countries, 

which limits the direct applicability of the findings to other settings. Cross-cultural research 

could provide valuable insights into how contextual factors influence employer 

attractiveness in different institutional and cultural environments. 

The findings of this study open some promising avenues for future research on employer 

attractiveness and early-career recruitment. As the present study focused on a specific 

student group, recruitment stage, and interpretive process, further research could extend and 

refine these insights across different contexts, populations, and temporal stages. 

Future research could address the role of values in employer attractiveness, particularly the 

distinction between soft values and hard values. The findings suggest that marketing students 

place strong emphasis on soft values such as ethics, sustainability, and societal impact, which 

function as hard boundaries in their application decisions. Future research could examine 

whether similar value priorities apply to other student groups, professional fields, or 

generations. For example, finance or engineering students could emphasize more hard 

values, such as compensation, job security, or career development. Comparative studies 

across fields of study could help clarify whether value-based boundary-setting is specific to 

certain demographics, such as generation or field of study. 

Another direction for future research relates to contextual differences between B2B and B2C 

organizations. This study did not explicitly differentiate between these contexts, even though 

employer branding cues, job content, and value communication may be interpreted 
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differently depending on whether an organization operates in consumer or business markets. 

Existing literature highlights the influence of consumer brand to employer brand, and this 

study found that well-known brands can be in a favourable position compared to lesser-

known brands. B2B companies are often not as well-known among the general public as 

they target companies, usually in a niche segment, with their marketing. Future research 

could explore how employer image formation and job attractiveness evaluations vary 

between B2B and B2C settings, and whether B2B companies benefit from employer 

branding activities more. 

In addition, future research could extend the scope of this study by examining how the 

interpretive processes identified evolve after initial application decisions. This study focused 

on the decision-making process of whether to apply for a job, but applicants’ evaluation 

criteria may shift in later stages of the recruitment process. Longitudinal research designs 

following job seekers across different recruitment stages could provide valuable insight into 

how trade-offs, value boundaries, and employer image are evolving. For example, in a job 

interview, the applicant is directly involved with company representatives, which could 

significantly influence their perception of the organizational culture. 

Future studies could build on the qualitative insights of this research with quantitative or 

mixed methods approaches. Testing the prevalence and relative importance of interpretive 

mechanisms, such as coherence evaluation, trade-off flexibility, and value-based exclusion, 

across larger samples could confirm the findings of this study and further develop theory on 

employer attractiveness as a dynamic and context-dependent process.  
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Appendix 1. The interview questions. 

  

Semi-structured style, open-ended questions. The interviews will be conducted as 

conversations, meaning that the questions asked will depend heavily on the interviewee 

and their responses. The purpose of the question list is to help the interviewer keep the 

direction of the discussion relevant and to remember essential follow-up questions.  

   

 1st phase: trying to understand the applying experience of the interviewee and find 

out what made a job position attractive for them  

   

Example questions:  

Are you currently or have you previously been actively looking for a job in marketing – 

why / why not? Can you open up that experience?  

What kind of positions were you looking for?  

How did you find the open positions?  

What made a position attractive for you?  

Can you recall an open position that stood out from the crowd? What made it appealing?  

2nd phase: trade-offs  

(Building on the previous discussion)   

  

Example questions: 

Can you recall any compromises you had to make regarding the jobs you applied or did 

you only apply for positions that suited your preferences all-around? Why?  

What were these trade-offs you made?   

Were there situations where you have applied for a job but there was something that you 

didn’t like and wasn’t ready to make a “sacrifice”? Why?  

  

3rd phase: employer image   

(Building on the previous discussion)  



 

Example questions:  

Did you have some certain employers in mind beforehand you’d like to work for and why? 

Did you apply for them and how it went? If you didn’t apply, why?  

How did you know this employer?  

What kind of associations did you have about this employer and where did they come 

from?  

Can you remember if there was an employer you wouldn’t like to work for and why?  

How did you know this employer?  

What kind of associations did you have about this employer and where did they come 

from? 
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