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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

This study explores the role of employees as both a target group Employer branding;
and co-creators of employer brand equity in tourism and  employer brand equity; co-
hospitality. Extant research has largely focused on the effects of creation; employees
external employer brands; however, studies on internal employer

branding have been lacking. The research problem is addressed

through the conceptual lens of employer brand equity. To

provide empirical insights into employee experiences, exploratory

in-depth interviews were conducted with 16 employees in hotels,

restaurants, and retail stores in Northern Sweden. While

employees constitute a target market for internal employer

branding, they also co-create the employer value proposition.

Employees act as brand members, representatives, advocates and

influencers, increasing knowledge about the organization

internally and externally. However, in practice, companies in the

service sector seem to place more focus on the customer

experience than on reminding the employees of the brand

promise towards them. This study identifies and describes the

role of employees in the employer branding process by

developing a new conceptual framework. Thereby, it adds to the

understanding of co-creation in employer branding, an under-

researched area which has been suggested to become a new

paradigm in the employer branding literature.

1. Introduction

While exploring basic assumptions of employees within the hospitality industry has been
done with regards to their views on guests, co-workers and competitors (Gjerald &
@gaard, 2010), there is a lack of such research within this highly volatile industry. One
assumption that has been investigated even less is employee perspectives on their
place of employment, or the employer brand (Gilani & Cunningham, 2017). Employer
branding involves promoting a clear view of what makes the company different and
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desirable as an employer externally to prospective employees and internally to existing
coworkers (Backhaus, 2016; Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004).

Attracting and retaining the right talent is especially important in tourism and hospi-
tality, in which organizational competitive advantage is directly derived from employees
(Murillo & King, 2019). Management of frontline staff retention is core for tourism and hos-
pitality companies to be able to build relationships with customers (Lashley, 2008).
Research has shown that organizations with strong employer brands have lower recruit-
ment costs, lower employee turnover, and better relations with their employees (Berthon
et al,, 2005; Chhabra & Sharma, 2014). Despite its potential and importance, employers in
tourism and hospitality sectors are rarely seen as forerunners in employer branding
(Gehrels, 2019). In addition, the industry has taken a major hit during the Covid-19 pan-
demic, leaving hospitality workforce highly impacted due to massive layoffs (Baum et al.,
2020; Gjerald et al., 2021) and there is uncertainty whether talented employees will ever
return (Baum et al., 2020). Therefore, the question of employer attractiveness is crucial on
both organizational and industry levels.

Ultimately, employer branding aims to increase employer brand equity (EBE), which
Theurer et al. (2018) define as “the added value of favorable employee response to
employer knowledge” (p. 156). Thus, EBE helps to create interest externally among poten-
tial employees, as well as to continue creating value for current employees by emphasiz-
ing organizational association and belonging (Alshathry et al., 2017). While both potential
and current employees are targets for employer branding, most research has focused on
recruitment (Theurer et al., 2018), and empirical research in the area has mainly been
quantitative (Auer et al., 2021).

Despite the possibilities of internal employer branding to foster positive employee
engagement, research as well as practitioner efforts have primarily focused on employer
branding as a means to achieve a distinctive external reputation, and largely neglected
the internal aspects (Kalinska-Kula & Stanie¢, 2021). In a recent review of the current
state of Nordic hospitality management research, Gjerald et al. (2021) point out that
there is a need to understand the changing role of hospitality employees and to
capture the voices of both permanent and seasonal workers. Furthermore, Murillo and
King (2019) state that it is important to understand why employees respond to practices
aiming to attract, develop and retain individuals who share and deliver the employing
brand’s values in the hospitality sector. They highlight the lack of research on implicit,
social attributes that represent the organization as a place of work.

This study responds to these current gaps in knowledge by exploring employee experi-
ences of internal employer branding in tourism and hospitality companies. The study
focuses on customer-facing employees, since they represent their employer’s brand in
direct interactions with customers (Schlager et al., 2011). Thereby they create employer
associations about the organization to outsiders. Employees are also part of the work
community (Valkonen et al., 2013), and it has been argued that employees have an
active role in creating the employer brand (Aggerholm et al,, 2011; Auer et al., 2021).
However, what is lacking in the literature is a more holistic view on employer branding
that recognizes the active role of employees as co-creators (Auer et al., 2021).

While the concept of (value) co-creation in hospitality research especially in the Nordics
has been studied throughout the past 20 years (Bjork et al., 2021), it has not received the
same attention in employer branding (Aggerholm et al., 2011; Auer et al,, 2021; Smith,
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2018). According to Smith (2018), co-creation offers an opportunity to a paradigm shift in
the employer branding literature. As target markets tend to be treated as passive recei-
vers, the current perspective of brand equity is limited (Smith, 2018). The author also
acknowledges that co-creation in the employer branding context is still considered pre-
scientific. Similarly, Saini et al. (2022) state that a co-creational approach to employer
brand equity is lacking. Therefore, this study aims to add to the body of knowledge by
aligning the theories and vocabularies through the development of a conceptual frame-
work that combines the concepts of co-creation and employer brand equity. Hence, the
purpose is to explore the role of employees as both a target group and co-creators of
employer brand equity in the context of tourism and hospitality.

2. Literature review

The employer brand concept is often defined as “the package of functional, economic and
psychological benefits provided by employment, and identified with the employing
company” (Ambler & Barrow, 1996, p. 187). It builds on looking at employee attraction
and retention with a marketing lens, seeing potential and current employees as their cus-
tomers and applying customer experience elements to create value (Alshathry et al.,
2017). Thus, organizations must identify and communicate the unique “employment
experience”, or the tangible and intangible elements connected to employment, embed-
ding the key values that guide the organization as a collective (Edwards, 2009). The
employer brand is encapsulated in the employer value proposition (EVP) which should
represent and communicate what the organization offers to its employees (Backhaus &
Tikoo, 2004; Chhabra & Sharma, 2014; Theurer et al, 2018). A successful employer
brand is said to have three characteristics: (1) it is noticeable and known, (2) its value prop-
osition is relevant to and resonates with the (potential) employees, and (3) it is unique and
different from what the competitors offer (Moroko & Uncles, 2008). It is important to note
that all organizations have an employer brand, whether or not they actively work with
employer branding (Backhaus, 2016).

The employer branding activities should include information about the identity and
what the employees perceive as the central characteristics of the organization
(Edwards, 2009). The fit between the beliefs, cultures and values of employees on one
hand, and of the organization on the other (Lauver & Kristof-Brown, 2001) creates the
opportunity for the organization to become known as a great place to work (Tanwar &
Kumar, 2019). Values are particularly important for hospitality companies, since the
employees are expected to deliver the brand message to the customers (Barrow &
Mosley, 2005; Murillo & King, 2019), and they are more likely to do so if they are
treated similarly to what the organization promises its customers (Barrow & Mosley,
2005). Aggerholm et al. (2011) propose that brand values ought to be negotiated and
co-created, as they are socially constructed by the members of the organization.

2.1 Co-creation

The brand co-creation paradigm sees different stakeholders, such as employees, investors,
customers and business associates as partners to the corporate brand (Gregory, 2007). Co-
creation has been studied in the corporate identity sphere, which is related also to
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internal employer branding. The identity is in constant flux and develops over time
through stakeholder engagement (Iglesias et al., 2020). Thus, instead of seeing the
brand and its identity as managed by the organization, it builds on a dynamic process,
where the meaning of the brand and brand values are negotiated between the partners
(Gregory, 2007; Hatch & Schultz, 2010). It has been suggested that this co-creation can be
viewed through the lens of performativity theory perspective, where the organization and
different stakeholders act as brand performance agents (Da Silveira et al., 2013; Tormala &
Gyrd-Jones, 2017; Von Wallpach et al., 2017). It builds on the idea that identity is a social
construct, as well as a dynamic process and an active performance by the individual
(Goffman, 1959, 1967). However, more research on the performative approach to brand-
ing has been called for; in particular, studies that aim to understand the relevant perform-
ances that co-create the brand (lglesias et al., 2022).

The concept of co-creation has also received a lot of attention in service, tourism and
hospitality literature, focusing on the relationship between the customer and the service
provider (Bjork et al., 2021). It is often customer centric and revolves around value creation
for the customer. Employees represent the organization and co-create memorable experi-
ences, but in the context of employer branding employees are mainly seen as a target
market for the employer brand, or as its internal customers. Employees also have valuable
assumptions about guests, co-workers and competitors, with such assumptions being
either destructive or constructive to the organization (Gjerald & @gaard, 2010). Very
recently, Saini et al. (2022) emphasized the novel idea of seeing employer brand equity
as a co-creation process and called for more research on this. Also Auer et al. (2021)
and Smith (2018) state that co-creation can be a valuable lens to employer branding,
but previous literature has lacked interest in understanding employee agency and the
role they play in contributing to the employer brand. In other words, while the co-creation
literature sees employees as co-creators of brand identity and customer brand experi-
ences, it is lacking in the employer branding sphere: employer brand value is merely
created for the target market, not by them.

2.2 Employer brand equity

Employer branding outcomes can be described in terms of employer brand equity,
defined as the intangible assets or the value of favorable responses in the minds of exist-
ing and prospective employees (Ambler & Barrow, 1996; Theurer et al., 2018). Concep-
tually, brand equity is built on Aaker's and Keller's seminal frameworks in the 1990s.
Specifically, Aaker (1991) classified brand equity as name awareness, brand associations,
perceived quality, brand loyalty, and other assets, whereas Keller (1993) viewed brand
knowledge as brand equity assets, consisting of brand awareness and image. The inter-
disciplinary nature of employer branding presents issues to establishing employer brand-
ing as its own area, and therefore, rooting studies in branding theories is crucial (Theurer
et al., 2018).

Recently, Alshathry et al. (2017) highlighted the importance of adapting the concept
into the employment context by adding a HRM perspective. Employer branding then
creates two valuable assets, namely brand associations and brand loyalty (Backhaus &
Tikoo, 2004). These assets are incorporated in Minchington’s (2010) model of EBE,
which is based on Aaker’s (1991) definition and consists of four dimensions: employer
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brand familiarity, associations, experience, and loyalty. This framework was also adopted
by Alshathry et al. (2017). Resting on central tenets of signaling theory and social
exchange theory, the framework is developed from the classical brand equity models
and adapted to the employer branding context. Hence, it integrates the major dimensions
of EBE recognized by branding researchers and is therefore chosen as the basis for the
conceptualization of EBE in this study.

2.2.1 Familiarity/awareness

Familiarity with the employer brand can be defined as “the level of awareness that a job
seeker has of an organization” (Cable & Turban, 2001, p. 124) and is essential before being
able to build deeper knowledge of the organization. Most of the research about familiarity
(also labeled awareness) has had an external focus, looking at how familiarity with the
employer can affect job seekers’ attitudes and behaviors (Alshathry et al, 2017).
However, Ambler and Barrow (1996) state that employer familiarity goes beyond being
aware of the employer’'s brand name and is relevant to discuss even among current
employees. Despite being relevant, familiarity in the internal context has received less
focus (Alshathry et al., 2017).

The traditional view of the employer branding process is that it starts with developing
the employer value proposition (EVP) which is then communicated externally to attract
talent, as well as internally to retain and engage employees (Backhaus, 2016). Backhaus
(2016) points out the need to continuously remind employees of the EVP and enhance
their understanding of what makes their employment experience unique. Performance
of the employees, and ultimately the entire organization, is dependent on the level of
brand awareness and the attitudes connected to the employer brand (Ambler &
Barrow, 1996). Internal employer branding can enhance familiarity of the benefits (in par-
ticular the intangible psychological benefits) and reinforce the associations employees
have of the employment experience. Aggerholm et al. (2011) note that brands are socially
constructed and the meaning of them negotiated in a specific social setting. Thus, value is
then created in the conversational space between the organization and the individuals,
for example when establishing the uniqueness of the EVP (Smith, 2018).

2.2.2 Associations

Employer brand associations are the “top of mind” ideas and emotional responses in the
memory of the individual, and they are connected to the intangible psychological and
functional benefits (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). Potential employees tend to rely on previous
work experiences, as well as their own identity and values to make sense of any employer
branding messages (Auer et al., 2021); therefore, these associations can be difficult to
manage. Moreover, interactions with the company employees can create associations
about the company as an employer in the minds of potential employees (Auer et al.,
2021; Gelb & Rangarajan, 2014). However, current employees are also affected by the atti-
tudes of others, and the outsider view (for example corporate reputation) can affect
employees’ associations of the employer brand (Alshathry et al., 2017). Employer brand
associations can consist of anything the employee has linked in memory, and thus the
associations can be both positive, negative, and contradictory. Taken together, they
form a generalized impression of the organization as an employer (Alshathry et al.,, 2017).
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Many previous studies (e.g. Gelb & Rangarajan, 2014) have recognized the relevance of
service employees in building brand equity and emphasize that employees must under-
stand what the brand stands for and how they can contribute. The role of the front-line
staff extends beyond being a representative of the service brand, as they directly
influence the organization’s marketing capabilities in their boundary spanning role
(King et al., 2020). Furthermore, they represent the company as a place of work in the
eyes of potential employees (Gelb & Rangarajan, 2014). Employees interact with custo-
mers daily in the service context, and customers can be potential employees as well.
Through these interactions, they form an image of the organization as an employer
(Gelb & Rangarajan, 2014; Lievens & Slaughter, 2016).

Internal brand communications can be used as means to form and influence employ-
ees’ associations and have therefore been studied in the internal branding literature. Valk-
onen et al. (2013) argue that the recruitment process is of utmost importance to find
employees with the right skills set, and a personality that fits the job itself, as well as
the existing team. They further suggest that training activities and socialization are impor-
tant tools to mold the employee values, so that they “embody their company spirit”
(p. 239). Piehler et al. (2016) point out that the different aspects of a brand can be
rather abstract and suggest that employees might need help in decoding the brand iden-
tity and translating it into work-related behaviors.

2.2.3 Experience

Customers can have experiences with a company that help them gain more knowledge of
the organization as an employer, but only employees can truly experience the employer
(Alshathry et al., 2017). Mere knowledge of the brand, although essential, is not enough to
build a strong brand - it is the actual employment experience that matters. Therefore, it is
important to stress that internal (employer) branding is not only a question of communi-
cation (Kimpakorn & Tocquer, 2009). According to Backhaus and Tikoo (2004), once hired,
training employees in internal branding activities can lead to career advancement, thus
enhancing what is known as the total employer brand experience.

Values constitute the essence, or DNA, of the employer brand (Barrow & Mosley, 2005)
and seem to be a significant contributor to the employment experience. People are
looking for purpose and meaning with their jobs and want the values of the organization
to fit their own (Tanwar & Kumar, 2019). Values can be seen as a promise to the employ-
ees, and the employee’s experience determines whether or not this promise — the psycho-
logical contract - is fulfilled (Moroko & Uncles, 2008). The employee experience consists of
multiple touchpoints, or interactions, with the organization and its culture (Plaskoff, 2017).
Policies, materials, physical space, and so on shape the employees’ perception of the
overall experience. Thus, researchers emphasize the importance of making the intangible
tangible (Plaskoff, 2017). The employer brand associations should be related to the actual
experience (Alshathry et al., 2017), and companies therefore need to reflect upon how
their EVP is present in the different touchpoints.

Aligning the employer brand associations with the “true” experience is important, but
far from easy. The employee’s experience includes complex elements such as relation-
ships with co-workers and supervisors, and this is difficult to manage (Alshathry et al,,
2017). The social element, including social relationships and atmosphere at the work-
place, is an essential contributor to the employer brand. In the employer branding
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literature, members of the organization are considered part of the EVP (for example, by
providing social value as conceptualized by Berthon et al., 2005). Similarly, Edwards
(2009) discusses employer branding as summarizing the “shared employment experi-
ence” (p. 7), while Plaskoff (2017) states that the quality of employees’ experiences
influence their satisfaction, engagement, commitment and even performance. A positive
employer brand experience can be an incentive to stay with the organization (Punjaisri
et al., 2008); that is, to remain loyal to the employer.

2.2.4 Loyalty/commitment

In a product branding context, loyalty can be defined as the attachment a consumer has
to a brand (Aaker, 1991). For employer brands, however, loyalty can “be reflected in
various forms including attaching self and maintaining a relationship with an employer
as well as a feeling of belonging” (Alshathry et al., 2017, p. 418). Loyalty with an employer
(brand) is often measured in terms of staying in the company (Afshari et al., 2020).
Employer brand loyalty, however, is often conceptualized as the commitment an
employee has to the employer (e.g. Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). Backhaus and Tikoo
(2004) include both a behavioral element connected to organizational culture and an atti-
tudinal one connected to organizational identity. According to the authors, internal
employer branding can be used to affect organizational culture and identity, which in
turn influence the level of employees’ loyalty. Further, organizational commitment is
the attachment to the company, and is closely related to the culture that consists of
the assumptions and values of the company. Organizational identity, on the other
hand, can be seen as the collective understanding of “who we are” as a company (Back-
haus & Tikoo, 2004). In particular, recent research suggests that organizations in tourism
and hospitality should foster a corporate culture that allows employees to feel a sense of
belonging and trust both within the group of colleagues and with the employer (Schnei-
der & Treisch, 2019).

Similarly, Afshari et al. (2020) recently demonstrated the importance of understanding
and building identification among the individual employees to create consensus and
commitment as a collective. Identification refers to the employees’ sense of belonging
to the brand (Punjaisri & Wilson, 2011). Social identity theory posits that social identity
and group membership bring value to the individual (Tajfel & Turner, 1985), and
people seek to coordinate behaviors as a collective (Abrams & Hogg, 1990). Organiz-
ational identification is a form of social identification, and the organization can be seen
as an entity embodying the characteristics that define its members (Ashforth & Mael,
1989). If employees are expected to truly believe the brand message and become com-
mitted, it should be translated into tangible evidence, like in decision-making and how
processes are run in the company (Barrow & Mosley, 2005). Aggerholm et al. (2011)
suggest that when creating sustainable organizations, employees should be seen as part-
ners or co-creators of corporate values and recommend that values should be negotiated
together as a collective to build an authentic employer brand.

In addition to being brand communicators towards customers, employees are sources
of employment information and corporate reputation due to their insights of the organ-
izational climate (Keeling et al., 2013). Staff word-of-mouth has been identified as an
important means of recruitment in retail (Keeling et al., 2013). Kimpakorn and Tocquer
(2009) further argue that passionate brand advocates can be developed by
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communicating the true meaning of the brand, and by delivering on the brand promises.
Importantly, brand advocacy can continue even after leaving the organization (Barrow &
Mosley, 2005).

3. Research method

Given the exploratory purpose of the study, i.e. to explore the role of employees as both
target group and co-creators of employer brand equity in the context of tourism and hos-
pitality, we adopted a qualitative approach. Hence, the aim was not to reach generalizable
conclusions, but to provide insights based on naturalistic inquiry (cf. Lincoln & Guba,
1985). To this end, we collected data through in-depth interviews with people currently
or recently working in customer-facing roles within the retail, hotel, or restaurant
sector in Northern Sweden. With hotel and restaurant businesses being at the core of
the definition of hospitality (cf. Lashley, 2008), retail was added due to the sector’s impor-
tance to the tourism and hospitality industry. Any actors that sell to customers whose
shopping is regarded as tourism consumption are part of tourism and hospitality
(Bohlin et al., 2017). Shopping itself has also become a major travel motivation and
tourism activity, which has changed how the retail industry operates and caters to tourists
(Wan et al., 2023). In Sweden, tourists’ retail expenditures constituted 35 percent of total
tourist consumption in 2019 (Tillvaxtverket, 2020).

Prospective participants were identified and contacted through a combination of con-
venience and snowball sampling. Furthermore, we used a maximum variation sampling
approach (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), with the aim to achieve a mix of genders, ages, type
of sector, and time of employment among informants. Rather than adopting a purely
inductive approach, the empirical study was based in the reviewed literature and the
EBE framework (Alshathry et al., 2017; Minchington, 2010). Therefore, a priori thematic sat-
uration was applied (Saunders et al., 2018) and sampling was considered completed when
examples and sub-themes within all domains of the EBE framework had been identified.
In total, we conducted interviews with 16 individuals (of which eleven females) between
19 and 75 years (median: 34). The number of years they had worked within their industry
varied widely, with a median of 10.5 years (see Table 1).

Table 1. Sample background information.

Age Gender Industry Years in industry Type of employment

R1 21 M Activity and retail 4 Part-time

R2 29 M Restaurant 12 Permanent

R3 23 M Retail 3 Part-time

R4 37 M Hotel 9 Permanent

R5 33 F Retail 13 Permanent

R6 30 M Restaurant 15 Permanent

R7 19 F Restaurant 2 Part-time

R8 75 F Restaurant 57 Part-time (retired)
R9 45 F Restaurant 20 Permanent

R10 27 F Retail 9 Part-time

R11 25 F Retail 7 Permanent

R12 36 F Retail 13 Part-time

R13 42 F Retail 21 Permanent

R14 35 F Hotel 15 Part-time

R15 48 F Hotel 6 Permanent

R16 47 F Hotel 25 Permanent
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The researchers used a semi-structured interview guide that ensured the same topics
were covered in all interviews, while still being open-ended and very flexible to probing
questions (Roulston & Choi, 2018). All interviews were conducted face-to-face in neutral
places such as conference rooms, restaurants, or cafés. After the interview, each respon-
dent received a lottery ticket for participating. In addition to extensive notetaking, the
interviews were recorded and transcribed. The resulting data were analyzed by two
researchers by conducting a thematic analysis, following the six-step approach outlined
by Braun and Clarke (2006). As we relied on a theoretical (in contrast to inductive) analysis,
some aspects of the data are analyzed in more detail instead of providing a broad picture
of the overall data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Throughout the study, the researchers adhered
to quality standards of trustworthiness such as investigator triangulation, variation in time
and place of the interviews, discrepant data checks, and storing all recordings, notes, and
other information (Lewis, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

4, Results

The following sections present, in summarized form, the main findings of the empirical
study. Considering the theoretical approach of the thematic analysis, the results are struc-
tured according to the EBE framework described in section 2.1. lllustrative quotes are pro-
vided for each theme (for an overview of all themes and sub-categories, including
additional sample quotes, please see the online Appendix.) The respondents are anon-
ymized and only labelled as R1, R2, etc. in connection to the interview quotes.

4.1 Familiarity/awareness

Familiarity with the employer brand was discussed with interviewees in terms of what
their organization stands for, and in what way this is shown or discussed at work. That
is, what are the explicit or implicit values of the organization? Two main sub-themes
emerged within this category. Firstly, most of the participants talked about what the
company stands for in terms of the customer experience, rather than from the employee’s
perspective. For example, “We all know that we must perform. We're a small company, if we
get a bad reputation, we will have no customers” (R2). Several of the interviewees also men-
tioned that they were aware that the organization has established values, but they were
not able to name them, such as R11: “Yes, there are such [values], but, yes, what are they? |
don’t remember. But primarily they are emphasizing see the customer’; you should recognize
personalities and adapt the selling to that”.

Those with some form of managerial responsibilities seemed to be more aware of the
importance of shared company values. One respondent mentioned that they discussed
values often: “The values are printed on the walls, they should be read and understood
before you sign the contract... Then you can say 'You signed this” (R9). This perspective
shows that values are not only a promise to the employees but also a “code of
conduct” in a sense. Another interviewee stated,

Because | was part of the management team the answer is a big YES. However, [I'm not sure]
how good we were at spreading it to others ... In the management team we talked about
them surely once a week, but | think we did much worse with [talking to] the rest of the
staff. (R13)
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The latter quote is also related to the second sub-theme: if values are discussed, it is done
very sporadically, often during meetings or sometimes even as rarely as once or a few
times a year. As one respondent stated: “Every time we have a kick-off meeting we bring
up the keywords and what we stand for” (R15). Some witnessed the work with values as
something that is done in the beginning of the employee experience, during recruitment
and introduction. A few of the interviewees also stated that the organization has posters
with the values printed on them in the staff room. However, as one of them put it, “We had
them [the values] on the wall in the lunchroom. But we didn’t have any vivid discussions
about them ... ” (R10).

4.2 Associations

To capture the employer brand associations, respondents were asked to describe their
employer. Their associations, in the form of “top of mind” ideas and emotional responses,
were based on their own personal experiences. A variety of things were discussed, con-
necting both to symbolic values such as the brand or organization, culture, and
climate, but also to instrumental values such as policies and job descriptions. One impor-
tant theme was the social atmosphere and the relationships between co-workers within
and between departments; for example, as discussed by R16: “Here we really try to be
flexible and help each other outside the departments as well, you are a little bit here and
there, helping out”. Many of the respondents reflected on the management of the
company and how they are treated. In the case of smaller employers, it was the actual
owners who were described, rather than the organization as such: “[it is] like a family,
they take care of their employees. They are attentive to that you enjoy working there” (R3);
“It's the most considerate employer who thinks about his staff” (R2).

On the other hand, some of the associations were negative, for example, “You're not
supposed to walk, you need to run. Burnouts are probably a big issue” (R12). Certain associ-
ations demonstrated the importance of specific (negative) events: “I had a work injury, but
they didn’t seem to respect it. Told me to take time off and rest, but they still called me to ask
if I could come to work” (R7). Another respondent reflected on the employer from a
broader perspective, stating, “The organization is too small in relation to the [corporate]
brand. | would have liked to have better competencies in some of the departments” (R4).

A third sub-theme emerged around respondents’ perceptions of how outsiders viewed
the organization. Some of them said that this view does not always correspond with
reality: “It varies depending on which [target] group you belong to...[The company]
should perhaps be better at explaining it” (R1). Overall, the perceptions of outsiders
seemed important to the interviewees. For example, R8 stated: “I hope they think it’s
good. We don't have that big staffing needs, many apply [for open positions] but the
larger [work-]places have more [applications]”. Another respondent had his career
choices initially questioned by his friends and family, and this was something he had
reflected upon: “In the beginning, it was always like, ‘'Why would you invest in [the
company]?’ But now my close ones say that perhaps it wasn't so stupid after all ... " (R6).
The same interviewee further talked about how the company is viewed by others,
stating that, “[...] there are many ‘good names’ [talents] that we have attracted, so | think
we are a good employer. But it's more difficult among young people; | think that’s related
to how their parents are talking to them [about working there]”. Another participant
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reflected on outsiders’ perhaps biased view of the employees at her workplace: “[...] itis a
design hotel and there’s nothing else like that in [the city]. And there are lots of people who
think that you are in a certain way, that it’s supposed to be glamorous, but it’s not like that.
We're just ordinary people working here” (R15). It also seems this can even affect their
experience in terms of a feeling of social acceptance and sense of pride. One respondent,
working in retail, talked about the physical space in terms of the external look of the store,
how it affects what people say about the company, and how this made her feel about the
employer: “You can feel a bit ashamed because the store is so ugly” (R5).

4.3 Experience

A major sub-theme reflecting the employee experience is related to the social dimension
of the work. Good social atmosphere among the insiders, both co-workers and managers,
are seen as the most important factor for a positive work experience by almost all respon-
dents. A typical response when talking about what is most important for enjoying being
at work was, “That you have fun and get along with your colleagues” (R2). The social
element is connected to the individual’s wellbeing, but also represents the social identity
of the group (insiders) that is then reflected in the instrumental job attributes. One
respondent talked about when she first started to work at the company, full of inspiration
and presenting new ideas: “I came in and said ‘Now we should start to have routines’, and
people rolled their eyes. Now I've ended up there myself, that's how it works” (R5). The
members of the organization find a way of doing things that evidently becomes part
of the employment experience. This in turn contributes to the social value of the
employer brand.

In addition to the co-workers, the role of management seems crucial for the experience
in terms of creating engagement. As one participant stated, “/ think the colleagues and the
boss [are most important]; that determines how the atmosphere is and that’s important!”
(R14). One interviewee, with long experience in the hospitality sector, pointed to the
manager as the most important aspect for job satisfaction: “A good boss. | have high expec-
tations of managers. One who is responsive, makes things happen, [is] genuine” (R9). On the
other hand, poor management can be the reason for leaving, as one of the participants
described: “I think [the manager] does not really see the value of people. When the staff is
not feeling well, it'’s not fun anymore. So then | thought, now it's done, it's enough” (R13).

A second sub-theme, which is also social in natures, illustrates a main reason why many
choose to work in tourism and hospitality. They enjoy the contact with customers, and
this forms a valuable part of the employee experience. In a way, it seems to be a person-
ality trait that signifies people working in the industry, as the following quote illustrates:
“And then | like making customers happy, | guess. That’s my basic philosophy” (R13). The
interviewees also tended to describe people who “fit" in the industry, and at the
company, as service-minded and social. Another participant emphasized the feeling
she gets from satisfied customers: “The guests are so happy and that feels good” and
stated that “I get hugs from customers when they leave” (R8). Similarly, R5 pointed out
that “(...) feedback from customers is really rewarding.”

The latter quote is also related to the last sub-theme that emerged as important in
relation to employee experience: feeling acknowledged and being recognized for the
job one does, as well as feeling that one gets to develop at work. For example, one
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participant highlighted that is was important for her “to be able to develop. Right now, |
develop because | learn so much” (R5). However, what acknowledgment and recognition
means seems to vary between interviewees. Aspects mentioned included being acknowl-
edged by the management, good salary and compensation, and being “seen” and taken
care of by the company. As one interviewee put it: “ want my boss to see the good work |
do, to be praised when you've done something good. Salary becomes more important the
older you get” (R4).

4.4 Loyalty/commitment

Some of the respondents had no plans on leaving the company; some had already quit or
planned on doing so at some point in the near future. Despite this most of them (had)
enjoyed their time with the employer and felt a connection or a commitment to the
organization, which forms a sub-theme of attitudinal loyalty. Throughout the interviews,
many of the respondents emphasized the relationships among colleagues, many of them
calling them “family”. As also highlighted in the Experience theme, hearing positive feed-
back from management (even if only via newsletters) seems to build motivation and com-
mitment: “When we are doing well, we get to hear it, and it’s fun and you become motivated.
When it’s going bad ... it’s tougher. But the managers encourage you by saying ‘We are doing
this together!”” (R10). Involving employees to build loyalty seems important, but for it to be
successful, feedback might not be enough, as the following quote indicates: “They involve
the staff more today than before, for example when it's going bad. Get the staff involved in
the strategy, the company as a whole, in order to build this feeling. But as an employee you
don't really get anything for doing it. It should be rewarded somehow” (R12).

All respondents but one talked about how they had recommended others to apply for
jobs at “their” company, which is a clear indication of behavioral loyalty. Even those who
had quit their jobs still practiced brand advocacy, for example by recommending the
employer to others. Moreover, as mentioned by one of the interviewees, “It still feels
like my job, even though | have quit... | guess it is because | feel passionate about it”
(R13). Generally, the interviewees had formed an understanding of what type of a
person would fit into the organization, partially depending on the collective of the
employees, but also based on the (inferred) attributes of the employer. Almost all of
them also regularly discussed their employment experiences with friends and family.
By doing so, they spread information and awareness about the employer brand with out-
siders. Many of those who had, or would, recommend the employer to others also men-
tioned that they did so only if they could see a fit between the potential employee and the
employer. For example, R11 said: “/ would recommend [working here], but you should have
an interest. One should be passionate about this”.

5. Discussion

The service marketing literature has emphasized the meaning of employees, which can be
extended to an employer branding context. First, it can be stated that the role of employ-
ees for the employer brand is indisputable; particularly in service-intensive sectors. The
brand message needs to be managed in the different touchpoints, as the employees rep-
resent the brand and place of work, and they offer a means for differentiation. Drawing
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Figure 1. The co-creating role of employees in employer branding.

from extant literature and integrating the findings of the exploratory study, we develop a
conceptual framework (Figure 1). The framework describes the holistic role of employees
as co-creators and active performers in the employer branding process, both internally
and externally. Thereby, we address the purpose of this study, i.e. to explore the role of
the employees as both a target group and co-creators of employer brand equity in the
context of tourism and hospitality.

Figure 1 illustrates that internal employer branding can be used to communicate the
EVP and to build EBE (familiarity, associations, experience, and loyalty) among insiders,
not only in retaining talent, but in using current employees to aid in the search for and
recruitment of new employees. Employers offer and employees experience the work
culture and social relationships, making insiders an important target market for employer
branding activities (Alshathry et al., 2017). However, the social dimension in the experi-
ence cannot be fully controlled by the employer; rather, it is co-created by insiders. Simi-
larly, as Von Wallpach et al. (2017) discuss as brand performance and co-construction of

Table 2. Employee performances and roles in co-creation.

Internal co-creation External co-creation
In-role Brand member Brand representative
performances o Negotiating identity & brand meaning o Increasing familiarity and Creating
o Participation in organizational processes associations in service encounters
and collective experience o Delivering (customer) brand values
Extra-role Corporate influencer Brand advocate
performances o Intentionally re-defining and creating o Increasing familiarity and Creating
organizational processes associations through word-of-mouth

o Actively inspiring and increasing
engagement & loyalty
o Developing social identity
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brand identity in the case of LEGO, employees also have certain brand performances, of
which some are unintentional in-role performances and others extra-role performances.
The different employee performances show how co-creation of employer brand equity
takes place and the roles each of them can take. These are summarized in Table 2.

Insiders are brand members who seek to negotiate and make sense of what they stand
for as a collective group, perform in accordance with the (experienced) brand identity,
and identify who would fit their shared experience. When asked about the values,
many of the respondents were unsure of what they were. Expressed values were
mostly connected to taking care of customers, but how they related to the employees’
own experience was not clear. The values were mainly discussed sporadically, or they
were put on a poster, rather than discussed as guiding principles for the collective. Yet,
the study indicated that there is a strong sense of “we”: what it means to be an insider
and who would fit in as one. Recently, Auer et al. (2021) suggested that potential employ-
ees tend to construct a subjective employer image based on previous work experiences
and make sense of employer attributes through personal values and self-concept. Simi-
larly, based on the exploratory interviews, it seems that also current employees make
interpretations of what the employer (brand) is about, without having a clear understand-
ing of the organization’s intended values. This also relates to Gjerald and @gaard (2010)
discussion about employees’ basic assumptions about their work environment, for
instance work relationships and role expectations. They further highlight that not all
assumptions are positive, and to create change managers must make the assumptions
visible. In addition, the employees seemed to draw conclusions of what type of a
person would fit into the organization, based on their understanding of the employer
brand and the experiences of the social collective. This is also similar to what Aggerholm
et al. (2011) refer to as negotiating the brand meaning. Therefore, active employer brand-
ing activities can guide the negotiation process, and clearly link values to employees’
basic assumptions.

The employees then represent the employer and the co-created EVP when interacting
with outsiders (customers, friends, and others) as part of their role of being a brand repre-
sentative, which was a role that the respondents discussed in detail, in particular con-
nected to customers. Furthermore, they become active brand advocates when
recommending the employer to others, while the perceptions of outsiders also shape
the employees’ own attitudes about the organization as an employer. Some also dis-
cussed going the extra mile internally, attempting to influence the work and social collec-
tive. Interviewees mentioned the importance of helping each other and having free hands
to improve work processes, which leads to inspiration, increased engagement, and a posi-
tive atmosphere. However, some also experienced that despite the efforts to influence, it
was not always welcomed by colleagues, and in other cases the employers expected
employees to get involved but did not reward this in any way. This type of voluntary
internal extra-role behavior can be seen as the role of a corporate influencer. Hesse
et al. (2021) define this as “an employee who acts in the name of the corporate brand
and positively influences its perception among stakeholders”, which internally refers to
someone who “contributes to the formation of a sense of belonging and therefore
creates room for the development of social identity” (p.193).

Plaskoff (2017) suggests that the experience consists of multiple touchpoints which
should be considered in detail. In their role as brand members or corporate influencers
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they contribute to creating internal associations about what is expected of the employ-
ees, which can have a great impact on the experience and even loyalty. The interviews
suggest that the employee experiences affect their top-of-mind associations, and one
single touchpoint, or an incident, can become a crucial determinant for the experience.
Employees’ brand and organizational knowledge makes them an important asset as
EBE builders and co-creators. The employees are a good source of employment infor-
mation as they understand the needs of the company and who would “fit in”. As Backhaus
(2016) points out, there is no “right” employer brand, but the brand message must be
communicated clearly in order to attract the right talent. Educating and reminding
current employees of this message will not only explicitly build employer brand equity
among insiders, but also implicitly, as employees act as co-creators by being brand
members and representatives who create brand associations and creating familiarity
towards outsiders. In addition, outsiders’ perceptions of the organization seem to be
important as this tended to affect employees’ attitudes, such as feelings of pride.

The results of this study show that an employee can feel a sense of loyalty to the
employer even after the employment ends. Hatch and Schultz (2010) criticize the use
of employee turnover as a measure of commitment, and state that HR professionals
have begun to focus more on creating sustainable competitive advantage. Thus, the
concept of loyalty regarding employer brands could be more nuanced, as it can entail
much more than staying in the organization. It could be argued that a former employee
can continue to portray brand loyalty, manifesting itself as brand advocacy. Thus, even
former employees can be an important target group, as also suggested by App et al.
(2012).

6. Conclusions

Employer branding is often discussed as a strategy for finding employees who can rep-
resent the company positively towards customers. Most of the employer branding
studies deal with recruitment, whereas internal branding perspectives focus on the cus-
tomer journey. While internal branding is important especially in the hospitality
context, less emphasis has been put into studying internal employer branding and
working on brand values for the sake of the employee. The results from the exploratory
interviews tell a similar tale. For example, discussions about what the company stands for
were often directed into reflections about the importance of positive customer experi-
ences, sometimes even connecting the value proposition to the physical environment
and evidence. It seems that brand values are often discussed in the beginning of the
employer/employee relationship, leaving the impact superficial. However, many of the
interviewees said that they would like to see more discussions and applications of the
values into their daily work. Stressing and clarifying the brand values seems to be impor-
tant for employer retention: in a survey by Randstad (2020), 35 percent of those who had
recently switched jobs, or intended to do so, reported poor fit between organizational
and personal values as a reason.

Thus, the internal employer branding perspective and management of the value prop-
osition towards employees seem to be lacking in literature as well as in practice. It is cer-
tainly essential to educate employees about how they portray the brand towards the
customer, but emphasis could also be put on activities that clarify how the brand, and
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the work itself, can create value to the employee. In addition, employees are often
regarded as a target market instead of active co-creators in the current literature. Previous
research shows that employees are part of the employer brand in different ways: as co-
creators of values (Aggerholm et al., 2011; Smith, 2018) and as representatives of the
social value (Berthon et al., 2005) and environment in their role as (potential) co-
workers. They also portray intangible or psychological aspects of the social identity and
employer brand; that is, they illustrate what being part of this particular collective rep-
resents to both insiders and outsiders. This study provides a more holistic understanding
of how employer brand equity is co-created, due to the different roles and performances
employees take: the brand member, brand representative, corporate influencer, or brand
advocate.

6.1 Theoretical contributions and research implications

The co-creating role of employees has been studied in the tourism and hospitality litera-
ture (King et al., 2020). Employer branding literature has rather recently begun to
discuss employees as co-creators (Aggerholm et al., 2011; Smith, 2018), but more
research has been called for to create a more holistic picture (Auer et al., 2021), and
viewing employer brand equity as a co-creation process (Saini et al.,, 2022). This paper
contributes to the field of employer branding by proposing a framework for the role
of employees as co-creators of the employer brand and EBE. In particular, it highlights
the specific employee performances that co-create EBE. This relates to a recent discus-
sion by Iglesias et al. (2022), who suggest that co-creation research “should adopt a per-
formative approach to corporate branding, where the key is to understand which
stakeholder performances co-create the corporate brand” (p.8). While co-creation has
been established in the corporate and service branding literatures, it is still scant in
employer branding.

The study further adds to the body of knowledge by showing that employees do not
need to fully understand the employer brand to feel committed or to become advocates.
However, this means that the employees make an interpretation of the brand based on
their experience with not only the employer, but also with the social environment, i.e. insi-
ders and outsiders. The exploratory interviews strongly suggest that brand loyalty can
manifest itself as brand advocacy that continues even after leaving; therefore, retention
may not be suitable as a single measure of loyalty. Moreover, it seems that loyalty can
be found on many levels: towards the employer overall, but not towards the local unit,
or vice versa.

Lastly, this study contributes to the general calls for more research on employer brand-
ing in tourism and hospitality, including retail. These sectors are highly dependent on
attracting and retaining the right employees to build a positive brand in the eyes of cus-
tomers. The conceptual framework presented in Figure 1 provides a more holistic view on
the important role that both current (internal) and former (external) employees play in
attracting future employees, by communicating the employer value proposition (EVP)
and, in doing so, developing long-term employer brand equity (EBE) for future, current,
and even former employees of the organization. Such a framework not only guides
further empirical investigation, but is open to evolving through such empirical work
over time.
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6.2 Practical contributions

The findings of this exploratory study suggest that it is difficult for employees to under-
stand and make sense of how their employer’s brand values relate to them as employees
beyond their role as service providers. The values therefore risk becoming merely words
on a poster in the staff room. At the same time, employees seem knowledgeable about
aligning different brand elements (for example “quality” and what the physical place
itself communicates) and many wish for more discussions about brand values.

Organizations should create an EVP that is distinct from competitors and communicate
it clearly throughout the employment experience. Through internal employer branding
activities, it could be possible to offer an arena for meaningful discussions about the
brand, and thus, increase the level of brand knowledge. This can be based on what
both current and even former employees can offer. Designing organizational policies in
accordance with the values can lead to an authentic experience and loyalty, and ulti-
mately create employer brand equity. Employees should also be rewarded for their
brand building efforts, and employees who have the potential to become corporate
influencers or brand advocates should be supported by giving agency as well as resources
to take on that role. They can also maintain a relationship to former employees, who can
be encouraged to keep acting as advocates.

Employees tend to discuss their employment experience with others as well as to rec-
ommend the organization as a place of work; thus, more effort should be put into com-
municating the brand values internally. When the employees know what makes the
employer unique, and more importantly, how the unique values are translated into
daily activities, they become aware of how belonging to that particular organization
creates value to them. In addition, it clarifies how to perform the brand both internally
towards their colleagues as well as externally to customers and to future employees. It
is important for managers to note that while they might be the owners of the brand
on paper, they should invite employees to negotiate and collectively define the brand
meaning. The employees together with the brand can then communicate an authentic
message of the employment experience towards fellow insiders (current) employees, as
well as to future employees.

This study also suggests that the relationship between employee and employer does
not have to end when the employment ends, and therefore employers should try to stay
connected with former employees. Seeing former employees as a special target market of
the employer brand can help keeping them as employer brand advocates, providing
stronger EBE as well. Considering the nature of work in the tourism and hospitality indus-
try, with many short-term and seasonal employments, this becomes an important ques-
tion, especially when considering last season’s employees may have left, but could either
come back next season or recommend such employment opportunities to others.

6.3 Limitations and future research

The current study took an exploratory approach with in-depth interviews with 16 individ-
uals in Sweden. While the aim was not to generalize, the sampling method can raise ques-
tions of representability, and the data collection involves risks for bias or interviewer
effects. More research is therefore needed, both in terms of qualitative in-depth data in



90 A.NAPPA ET AL.

other settings and countries, and in terms of quantitative methods. Using larger samples
and statistical analyses would also make it possible to test for influencing or moderating
factors such as demographic or cultural differences.

Moreover, the study took its theoretical starting point in one specific framework, in
which EBE is built on four dimensions (familiarity, associations, experience, and loyalty).
Other frameworks and factors could be further developed and tested to better under-
stand employees’ role in the employer branding process. Experimental design could
allow evaluating different internal branding methods, and their effects on EBE. Future
research should also investigate ways of maintaining relationships with former employ-
ees, and how this group can be incorporated into the employer branding strategies. As
Theurer et al. (2018) point out, employer branding as a field is still developing and
more research is needed overall. Moreover, the role of employees in co-creation needs
more research overall (Auer et al., 2021; Smith, 2018).
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