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Abstract

:

Even though employer branding has its origins back to the 1990s, only after 2001 did it become a hot topic for human resource (HR) management. Ever since, a series of researchers and professionals have made an effort to understand how the image that job seekers have about employers is shaped and what benefits arise from this bilateral relationship. The Greek business environment delayed adoption of the most recently developed HR techniques, as a result of the economic crisis, and resulting decrease in working manpower, as well as budget reductions for HR. Only in the past few years have some of the leading companies in several business sectors started to implement employer branding as part of their corporate strategy. The current study aims to present how employer branding is actually under implementation in one of the most dynamic, national sectors—the telecommunication industry. Interviews in HR departments were conducted in order to collect (a) qualitative information regarding how employer branding is perceived and what results are expected from its implementation, as well as (b) quantitative data regarding its usefulness on attracting and choosing candidates, as well as evaluating existing employees. Results indicate that even though employer branding implementation is still an ongoing procedure, it has already started to transform HR departments’ operational logic.
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1. Introduction


The international competitive environment forces businesses to seek strategic advantages in non-traditional fields, such as human resources and organizational culture (Kargas and Varoutas 2015). More and more companies are trying to avoid competition by achieving goals that cannot be easily imitated or copied. Such a goal, capable of achieving and maintaining a competitive advantage, is employer branding. While most companies use “branding” to earn customers or to promote their products/services, some of the most innovative businesses are trying to attract the most talented employees. Creating an attractive working place can lead to (a) increased working productivity, (b) strengthening of innovational character, and (c) greater competitiveness (Haegerstrand and Knutsson 2019).



The idea that organizations’ external image is an important factor for recruiting originated in the 1990s (Gatewood et al. 1993). Ambler and Barrow (1996), expanded “branding’s” concept by examining its usage not only to attract clients but also employees. Such a perspective became rather attractive and was adopted by brands and international fora. The Conference Board of Canada, for example, pointed out the importance of employer branding as a means (a) for successfully embedding a company’s values, (b) increasing employees’ satisfaction, and (c) leading companies to long-term (or sustainable) competitive advantage (Dell et al. 2001). Soon enough a series of empirical studies (Ritson 2002; Davies 2008; Gilliver 2009) supported this theoretical framework by providing evidence that strong employer branding can reduce employees’ obtaining cost, improve the relationships among staff, and increase employees’ commitment to the company.



Employer branding and its importance emerged after the millennium, when it became clear that a new business era had arisen that was mainly based on “knowledge”. Under this condition human resources became crucial for achieving operational effectiveness, while a lack of specialized employees could lead to over-competition between companies (Ewing et al. 2002). In order to avoid such a phenomenon new tools in human resource (HR) management developed. Such tools aim to recruit the most promising business talents, while the employees’ perception of the employers’ brand becomes of high significance in the employment market (Ewing et al. 2002). The conducted research on the role of branding and reputation in human resource management (HRM) (Martin et al. 2005; Russell and Brannan 2016; Timming 2019) mainly promoted the idea that these aspects may influence key HRM processes and outcomes (Edwards 2017; Theurer et al. 2018). The research conducted followed the conceptualization of Aggerholm et al. (2011) which involves (a) branding, (b) human resource management, and (c) corporate social responsibility; the three main characteristics involved are: (1) strategic branding discipline, (2) co-created values, and (3) sustainable employer–employee relationships. The above-mentioned characteristics are the base for developing a dynamic framework in which employees become stakeholders rather than just part of the labor force.



This framework played a significant role in a series of studies that mainly concentrated on the concrete attributes of employer brands (Edwards and Edwards 2013) and their influence on aspects, such as perceived organizational attractiveness of job-seekers and job choice intentions (Baum and Kabst 2013; Collins and Stevens 2002). Only recently, has there been an increased interest in employer branding’s effects on firm performance and the underlying mediating mechanisms (Tumasjan et al. 2020).



The current research aims to study the implementation of employer branding in Greece as a tool of attracting executives in the field of telecommunications. The selection of the telecommunication sector was based on: (a) the technological background that demands fast modulation with the international competition in technological level and business operational models and (b) its role for the Greek economy and occupation in general. Moreover, the telecommunication industry has been chosen as one of the most indicative and dynamic industries (in terms of changes and new technologies usage) in the Greek economy, even under the conditions of the economic crisis.



The telecommunications market consists of four main companies—providers in fixed telephony, three of which are operating in mobile services as well. Their total income constitutes 2.8% of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP), with total turnover figures up to 5.5 billion euro between 2017–2018 and with equivalent investments up to one billion (EETT 2018). The field directly occupies 22,000 employees (about 1.27% of the total workforce of Greece), while the above-mentioned numbers are increased if external technicians and virtual network providers are taken into account (EETT 2018). Moreover, the telecommunication industry is a leading sector as far as it concerns operational changes, driving a large part of the whole economy towards a developmental direction (Kargas 2014). Telecommunication industry started as stated—owned monopoly but it was one of the first sectors that privatization occurred, while new forms of regulation achieved significant levels of competition among providers over the years. Market liberalization and companies’ privatization brought operational changes and new era of human resource management began even before the turn of the millennium.



Nowadays, the telecommunication industry tends to first adopt from the international trends sector, as far as it concerns human resource management tools and innovative business methodologies, such as employer branding. Companies in the field are more and more aware that identifying and hiring the most appropriate (for their own goals) employees can lead to: (a) improved employer–employee relationships; (b) expanding their brand’s attractiveness; (c) improved possibilities in achieving future profitability; and (d) “exploiting permission”. Such a condition implies that all possible workers are recognized as significant candidates and contributors to the brand. Meanwhile, in the last ten years, new challenges emerged for human resource managers working in the Greek business environment; these include the economic crisis, growing technological changes, the need for specialization and ongoing training, as well as the role that social media seems to play in all kinds of business operations.



The current study aims to evaluate the extent and depth of employers’ branding usage in the telecommunications industry. Research focused on revealing whether or not employer branding is used by Greek telecommunication companies as a means to strengthen their brand’s reputation. In order to achieve this, two telecommunication companies were selected, taking into account that both already implemented employer branding as a tool for boosting their branding reputation in a five-year program. The first company provides both fixed and mobile services, while the second is concentrated in the support of technical infrastructure and the network of operators. This kind of differentiation is helpful in order to evaluate possible alterations due to different market orientation (such as retail services over technical support services). A series of interviews with HR managers (supervisors of the employer branding program) were taken, in order to reveal the philosophy and the goals of their programs, as well as the means used to accomplish their business goals. Emphasis was given on revealing how employer branding affects the methodologies of attracting and selecting in human resources.



The rest of the paper is organized as it follows. Section 2 and Section 3 define employer branding and present current tensions. Section 4 presents the methodology used, while the results of the research are presented in Section 5. Finally, Section 6 discusses the conclusion and further recommendations.




2. Defining Employer Branding


“Brand(ing)”, according to the American Marketing Association (AMA), is used as a sign, symbol, or design, or/and a combination of all three that is identified with the product or service of an organization and differentiates it from other goods and services. Employer branding is an extension of the above-mentioned definition, although it is mainly associated as a term with the HR administration science. It gained interest in the 1990s and soon started its development; after the millennium is has become more and more important. Ambler and Barrow introduced it as a separate theory in 1996. Their aim was to expand branding techniques beyond products and services (related with “customers”) to employees by promoting the advantages and positive characteristics of the brand’s working place as a criterion for choosing “where to work” (Ambler and Barrow 1996). By following such a perspective, they put “employees” where traditional branding theory tends to put “consumers”, while “employers” (and conditions of employing) took the “brand’s” place. The proposed framework aims to support the idea that each brand (“employer”) can use a mix of tools and methodologies to convince the labor market (“consumers”) about its superiority/working perspectives/working conditions. Such a framework is far different from current research interests that are mainly targeted on increasing employees’ commitment to the company (Aaker 1991) or expanding our understanding on “why” companies use resources to disseminate their brand’s name and value (Backhaus and Tikoo 2004).



Even though employer branding has gained research and business interest, there is not a widely accepted definition. Such a situation comes from the dyadic nature of branding that has both theoretical and practical approaches that differentiate according to the national and business environment. Regarding it theoretical approach, employer branding has a lot in common with the basic principles of relationship marketing (Kottler 1992; Morgan and Hunt 1994). Relationship marketing studies aspects such as (a) strategies for attracting high level employees, (b) developing better relationships between senior and junior level employees, and (c) employees’ satisfaction. Employer branding expanded on relationship marketing aspects by creating a more homogenous and holistic framework, directly related to companies’ core values and working place conditions. A strong employer brand should associate the values of an organization, the HRM strategies, and the HR policies with the company’s brand, following recommendations from the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (2008).



Sullivan (2004) defined employer branding as a long-term strategy targeting three distinct groups: (a) existing employees and their effective management; (b) future or attracted wannabe employees; and (c) third parties related with the company and having interest via cooperation. Armstrong (2006) stated that employer branding is the cultivation of a specific organizational image, by developing a brand’s reputation related not only with its core business but moreover with its widely-accepted reputation as an employer. Finally, according to Backhaus and Tikoo (2004), employer branding is a three-stage procedure (Figure 1):




	
In the first stage a company develops its distinct values that are related with operational, everyday working characteristics, in an effort to create an exceptional working place;



	
In the second stage the business disseminates its values and promotes its workplace in order to attract future employees; and



	
Finally, it integrates these values as part of its organizational culture, in order to homogenize staff and reshape its internal business environment.








It is a circular procedure, where HR managers “imagine–promote–incorporate” what can play a significant role in an employee’s choice about its future working place. Even though this is far from defining what employer branding exactly “is”, it is close enough to what it “does” and what “should be done from HR managers”. The description of implementing employer branding reveals five major steps to be followed:




	
Step 1: the comprehension of the organization, by understanding what the brand’s values and its main operational characteristics are;



	
Step 2: the creation of a “fascinating brand promise” for the employees;



	
Step 3: estimation of goals’ achievement, by developing internal indexes of effectiveness;



	
Step 4: the alignment of the methods applied in order to support branding; and



	
Step 5: the implementation of employers’ branding strategy in practice (Berthon et al. 2005).








Following these steps does not necessarily guarantee success in attracting the best employees when competition is high but can increase the possibility of maintaining high-skilled personnel already working in a brand and moreover can attract talents and senior level professionals.




3. Bringing Employer Branding to the 21st Century


Having almost completed the second decade of the 21st century, businesses have already hired staff from the so-called Millennial generation, whose members were born between 1974–1994 (Yunita and Saputra 2019). Today’s young “go-getters” are those that will bloom and become the mature executives of tomorrow in the labor market. Ignoring the needs and preferences of those executives will just lead them to competitors capable of benefitting from human resources.



As Vance (2006) pointed out in an SHRM article (Society for Human Resource Management), working candidates are like customers. Nowadays candidates have choices. They choose their employer, the exact same way they look for a product they want to buy and then, they expect the process of commitment with a potential employer to be as accurate and transparent as they are looking for.



Unlike other generations the Millennials wish “their language to be spoken”. A Fortune article (Stahl 2016) titled “Employers, Take Note: Here’s What Employees Really Want”, mentioned that this generation seeks transparency in the labor market and there is a purpose to what they do. That means they most likely respond to an open, democratic company culture which gives priority to communication between employees and executives. Moreover, another important factor seems to be the desire for smaller and more cooperative working places (less mass, industrial working places), where each employee is appreciated for his/her vital role.



All the above led to inevitable changes in traditional HR. As far as the candidates’ attraction is concerned, social media seems to play an increasingly important role. It is more and more common to use social media to run employment campaigns which aim to create the image of a positive employer brand. Accordingly, the power of social media popularity leads to increased transparency. Interaction between company and employee is no longer a secret, and a positive or negative experiences can easily become widespread. This fact points out the need for accurate and thorough caution for every advertisement or/and commentary referring to the brand of an employer.



At the same time, the use of social media as a tool for attracting employees has changed. For example, although the majority of those seeking a job seem to prefer LinkedIn, the role of videos as a branding and recruiting tool should not be underestimated or ignored. Embedded or cross-referenced, each video should respond to the following three dimensions:




	
entertaining;



	
thought-provoking; and



	
fascinating.








in an effort to get the attention of possible executive candidates seeking a new career.



On the other hand, taking for granted the relationship between this generation and social media, information is instantly transferred onto Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, LinkedIn, and other platforms. These channels can be used as a means of communication as well as a forum to create employer branding. It is clear that employer branding must place itself in the spotlight of this relationship for a “youth-conscious overall brand image”. HR departments can transform Millennials hired into representatives of the company’s brand, by supporting their desire to promote via social media their working place and aspects of their working daily life. Since the employees themselves tend to be companies’ representatives in the social media world, the reputation and the image of an employer depend more than ever on its standard values and organizational culture.



As mentioned by Clayton in Harvard Business Review (Clayton 2018), an increasing number of businesses recently started to realize that the CEO himself is responsible for the executives’ working experiences, as far as employer branding is concerned. This observation aptly appoints the strategic importance of employer branding, while underlining the significance of the HRM.



Meanwhile, the LinkedIn Talent Solutions (2016) report shows that employer branding is a fundamental priority for employers. In fact, employer branding investment has significantly increased within the last couple of years. Moreover, organizations tend to have a more proactive strategy and use more outbound channels, like online networks and the social media. It is widely accepted that the world of attracting talented people has changed, and employers seem to cooperate more and more with marketing departments, in order to meet traditional (e.g., sales) and more alternative goals (related with employer branding). This case is also supported by LinkedIn’s report (LinkedIn Talent Solutions 2016), according to which 47% of employers work directly with the marketing department and claim that “a strong relationship with marketing will be the key to master the employer branding”.




4. Research Methodology and the Sample


For the purposes of the current research, an empirical approach was chosen by collecting data from two companies in the communications field. The two particular companies where chosen as a result of the fact that they both decided to use employer branding as a long-term strategic tool for the enhancement of their reputation. They already had a five-year original program and the project began in 2017–2018. Moreover, from a statistical point of view both companies operate on the national level as a whole and both have a significant market share.



The first company is a well-established telecom provider (called “Telecom Operator” for the rest of the paper), widely known to the public, that provides both fixed and mobile telephony services. It has approximately 2400 employees, and in the last seven years has invested more than 1.5 billion euros in fiber optic networks, 4G mobile network, and 4G+ mobile services. Moreover, it supports Internet Protocol TV (IPTV) services and has a 24-h customer support service. Its main characteristics are:




	
55% of its employees are women and 45% are men.



	
the average age is 38 years old; the youngest employee is 20 years old and oldest is 62 years old.



	
the company keeps it employees’ number stable, by hiring 1 person for every 1 person who leaves the company



	
28% of its employees have a master’s degree.



	
77% have a bachelor’s degree.



	
97% of its employees are working with a contract of unlimited time; after the economic crisis most contracts in Greece were subjected to a limited amount of time (e.g., one year).



	
the company operated a HR department from the first day of its business activity.



	
80% of HR activities are covered inhouse, while the remaining 20% are covered from external contractors.








The second company is a new firm (called “New Firm” for the rest of the paper) that entered the telecoms market in 2014. Its core activities cover the areas of network design and engineering, network deployment, and network operations and maintenance. Its main objective is to manage the Radio Access and Transport Networks (RANs) and implement a partially active radio network sharing (MORAN) for 2G, 3G, and 4G technologies mostly in rural and in selected urban areas of Greece. Its technical background leads to a non-market facing company providing services exclusively to telecom operators. Its main characteristics are:




	
278 employees.



	
208 versus 70 women.



	
women have 18.8% of the company’s managerial positions.



	
all employees are working with a contract of unlimited time.



	
each year (since 2015) the redundancy percentage is 1.4%, while the company hires new employees for each loss.



	
each employee receives up to 22 hours of training each year.



	
in 2019 the company was awarded the “Best Places to Work” award (sixth position in Greece for companies with more than 250 employees).








The two companies were also selected in order to ascertain whether there are statistically significant differences as a result of giving emphasis in different markets (retail service market versus strictly network oriented services). By choosing such a compilation of companies, the results indicate that employer branding not only affects external-environment oriented companies (e.g., companies that aim to deliver high-quality products/services to customers), but also companies with a more internal-environment orientation (e.g., aiming to support other companies).



Thus, a series of interviews for each company were conducted with the executive HR managers that supervise the employer branding program. The goal of these interviews was to reveal the philosophy and goals that each company has for its employer branding strategy as well as the tools/methodologies used to accomplish that. For these reasons, the key questions were the same for the two companies (15 questions). The purpose of these questions was to create an open discussion, while their number led to a two-hour open interview for each company.



The interviews included both qualitative and quantitative questions in order to evaluate how employer branding techniques were implemented and moreover how HR managers evaluate their current contribution. In order to evaluate the reliability of the questionnaire, Cronbach’s alpha was used, revealing an overall reliability of 0.851 (Table 1), which exceeds the 0.7 that is needed to guarantee the final results (Cortina 1993).



In the following section the results are presented, giving emphasis on the qualitative perspective in order to understand the strengths and weaknesses coming from the implementation of employer branding in the Greek business context. Afterwards some quantitative results are presented in order to evaluate how respondents respond to employers’ branding techniques and daily working life.




5. Research Results


Interviews conducted revealed existing practices related with employer branding, as well as the outcome obtained. Methodologies used from both companies to implement their employer branding strategy are similar in a large degree, even though there are small but significant differences. Both companies have two distinct categories of operational actions related with employer branding: (1) internal-oriented actions that aim to improve employees’ working experience and (2) external-oriented actions that aim to promote the brand via a set of different communication channels.



Internal-oriented actions aim to give the employee a pleasant working experience by reducing any negative thoughts/feelings against the employer. Moreover, this kind of action leads employees to act as company ambassadors by impelling them to share everyday working moments through their own social media. In most cases, word of mouth can create a widespread reputation among audiences that no company can reach. The actions described during the interviews involved (for both companies):




	
Abiding training options for personal employee improvement in his/her career.



	
Extra insurance programs for the employees.



	
Pleasant and open workplaces.



	
Flexible work shifts and the possibility to work from home.



	
Alternative outdoor entertainment activities or well-being activities.








As far as external-oriented actions are concerned, it is worth mentioning that focusing on social media is the main strategic option. Social media is used as a means for companies to differentiate themselves from other employers and promote their uniqueness and add value to their brand’s identity. Most heavily used social media platforms are LinkedIn, Facebook and Instagram, while it has been revealed that different types of social media are used for different types of actions, such as:




	
Open discussions with the academic community (both professors and students) during educational visits to the company.



	
Open discussions with the academic community during employees’ visits to various universities.



	
Graduate programs for university graduates.



	
Targeted projections, conferences, and seminar visits.



	
Career days in universities.



	
Projection of their actions through social media, like LinkedIn.








Leaving aside all the above-mentioned similarities, a series of differences were revealed, concerning “how” employer branding actions were applied. The most significant difference was highlighted on how social media is used as an HR professional tool. The first company, which is a less active player in the labor market than is known by telecommunication service users (the wide public), is inactive in LinkedIn which is considered the “Facebook” for companies. It is however active on other social media forums, such as Instagram and Twitter, and keeps an active career page on Facebook where it announces actions and vacancies. On the contrary, the second company, a technological company less known to the wider public, heavily relies on LinkedIn as its main tool for promotion and communication, constantly updating its actions.



Moreover, in order to promote their brand (as employers) both companies take part in “career days” and telecommunication conferences. Telecom provider aims to disseminate its internal operation and promote its brand as an employer, while the latter company is primarily concerned with attracting telecom providers’ interest rather than gaining attention in the labor market.



The results of implementing an employer branding strategy is not yet clear according to the interviews. When interviews were conducted, two out of the five years of implementation were completed. Despite this, the interview revealed trends worth mentioning. For example, results supported the idea the companies with a strong employer brand have a competitive advantage in attracting the talents they seek. The results support findings from the Employer Brand International (2009) that points out that almost half (49%) of employees are interested and influenced by the reputation of a company and such a parameter plays an important role in their decision about their future workplace.



Our research indicates that according to the provider-company, right after the first year that employer branding was applied, the company became one of the top “influencers employers” on social media alongside other popular brands, such as ones from the banking sector. HR managers have also noticed a better fit regarding the resumes received, meaning more quantity and quality at the same time. In addition, internal-oriented actions, according to employees’ surveys, revealed that employer branding reinforced their positive opinion for their own workplace and enhanced their commitment towards the company up to 78%.



As far as it concerns organizational and operational benefits coming from a strong employer brand the results from the interviews indicate:




	
Candidates’ quality improvement: the results indicate that companies with strong employer branding find it easier to hire qualified candidates since the applicants are already aware of what the company stands for. A properly communicated brand helps those who seek a job to understand why they would not be suitable for a specific company.



	
More active candidates: Solid employer branding helps attract candidates that are not interested in changing jobs. The Corporate Leadership Council (1999)conveyed a study in 1999 that proved that effective employer branding allows companies to have access to a larger talent range. The study which was carried out from 58,000 new employments and permanents from 90 organizations showed that the organizations that have manageable employer brands can find employees from more than 60% of the job market, while those with no employer branding have access to just 40% of the job market. The current study’s results support these findings.



	
Less cost in employment process: Results support the idea that by having an imposing and well-advertised employer brand message, it is more likely that the candidates will ask more information on their own about a vacancy. Thus, this procedure saves time and money from seeking candidates from ground zero, because the need for advertising a vacancy and the waiting time until someone becomes interested is smaller.



	
Brand advocates: A result that was never clearly mentioned but was implied during interviews was that when people love their job, they tend to talk about it more. Therefore, employees can be helpful in tracking and attracting new talents. Since they know what it takes to fit in and work in a company, the employees are the most suitable to judge who is suitable to embed in a company. They also know how to “sell” (promote) a business, since they know very well what they are looking for from an employer.



	
Less cost in terms of the turnover: Current research could not reveal such a connection as a result of their willingness (as it was expressed via interviews) to keep stable and clear their employer branding. It has been proven that companies create a bad employer brand when they do not keep their promises given during an interview or on employment, causing a way bigger turnover.








As far as quantitative results are concerned, the questionnaire involved three large groups of questions regarding: (a) attracting candidates, (b) choosing candidates, and (c) evaluating existing employees. The questions were conducted on a five-scale climax, while the results presented are aggregated for the whole sample per company. The results regarding how employer branding is related with attracting candidates are presented in Table 2.



Both companies attract candidates from the market, but with a different intensity. The “New Firm” mainly attracts candidates from other companies offering a better contract and at a second level it attracts candidates from the market. From the other side, the “Telecom Operator” has a more neutral strategy equally targeting the market and professionals from other companies.



Both companies mainly attract candidates when a need arises, either as a result of someone leaving the company or when extra employees are needed. Moreover, both companies use their website and LinkedIn as the primary means of attracting candidates, but the similarities end up to this point. Facebook is used only by the “Telecom Operator” to attract candidates, while the presence of the “New Firm” in social media is just typical. The difference lie in the targeted audience. The “New Firm” is interested in already developed professionals (from academic and working experience perspectives), while the “Telecom Operator” targets millennials who heavily use Facebook, putting an emphasis on recruiting and “developing” wonder kids. The same perspective exists regarding the use of Instagram as well, even though both companies have a less intense presence in this social media. Finally, it is worth mentioning that both companies use alternative channels for attracting candidates. “New Firm” has established a graduate program targeting young professionals, while “Telecom Operator” established a woman reconnecting to the company program, targeted on increasing the number of women working for the company.



Both companies incorporate the above-mentioned means and techniques to attract candidates, as part of their employer branding strategy. “New Firm” has set as a goal for implementing employer branding, to be recognized from telecom professionals as one of the best national employers and in 2019, the company was awarded as one of the “Best Places to Work” in Greece. “Telecom Operator” set a goal to be one of the top-five companies recognized as best workplaces but did not achieve this goal for 2019.



Finally, both companies recognize that their employees’ opinion about them has improved as a result of employer branding implementation. “New Firm” reports that more than 78% of its employees have a more positive opinion, while “Telecom Operator” reports that its employees’ perspective classifies the company among the top influencers as far as social media use is concerned.



In the field of choosing candidates, the two companies have many similarities (Table 3). First of all, both companies use curriculum vitae and interviews as their basic means to evaluate candidates. “New Firm” has a more structured questionnaire used during the interviews, while “Telecom Operator” has a more flexible approach following the specific needs of each job position. This was expected due to the more specifically oriented working field of the “New Firm” (technical services). “Telecom Operator” has a larger variety of working fields.



Both companies use role-playing tests but only for higher, managerial positions; this technique is not applied for regular employees. It is worth mentioning that this kind of approach was a result of employer branding implementation. As far as “who” makes the final decision for hiring, both companies have specialized managers from their HR departments. The choosing criteria involves (for both companies) aspects regarding: (a) candidate operational and professional capacity, related with the job description and (b) aspects of behavior and cooperation with colleagues.



Finally, the last aspect was the evaluation of existing employees (Table 4). Both companies have a procedure of evaluating existing employees, while processes have been changed in the last two years as a result of employer branding implementation. The whole procedure takes part at the “department degree”, while the evaluation is conducted by each department’s manager and HR department holds an advisory and supervising role. The goals of evaluation are similar: (a) operational goals reached (for each employee) and (b) behavioral goals and cooperative attitude. Both companies have ranked as sufficient for the whole procedure and goals settled.



Both companies avoid ranking employees but follow a more conversational approach, targeted on highlighting strengths and weaknesses, in order to empower and motivate employees to improve themselves. Even though this is the goal, it is not easily achieved, and it seems that more steps have to be done. Evaluation under the Greek national context is often related with dismissals, especially when companies are following a cost reduction procedure. A slight difference occurs to feedback given and setting new goals. “Telecom Operator” has a procedure that when evaluation is ended, the department’s manager and each employee set the goals for the new year, taking into account results achieved from the previous year. On the contrary, “New Firm” established a procedure that each department’s manager sets the goals for the new year according to the department’s needs and employees are just informed about them. At the same time, both companies take actions regarding the results of evaluation and employees are supported by additional training, transferring to different department, bonuses, etc. In all cases, respondents seem satisfied with the actions taken.




6. Conclusions and Further Recommendations


The current research presented and analyzed employer branding as a theoretical framework and as an operational methodology. Prior research has mainly investigated employer branding antecedents and outcomes at the individual-level of analysis (for review, see Theurer et al. 2018), while the current research placed emphasis on a business sector (as a whole) that is characterized by intense labor competition and constant efforts to develop and maintain skillful personnel. Such a sector is the Greek telecommunication industry, which is constantly evolving and related to innovation at a technological level and company strategy level as well. New sources for gaining competitive advantage are implemented, mainly related with non-technological factors, such as organizational culture (Kargas 2014), market orientation (Papadimitriou and Kargas 2012), and of course, human resource management.



Employer branding has arisen in the last years as a new source of efficiency and telecommunication companies in the Greek business environment have adopted its methodologies and started five-year programs of implementation. The results derived from the current research indicate a positive relation between employer branding and the prospect of reinforcing the company’s reputation. The interviews conducted revealed that employer branding can give better results on methodologies used to attract skillful talents capable of adjusting quickly and more accurately to the company’s culture. These talented new employees are expected to become companies’ future assets, capable of delivering competitive advantage. Moreover, employer branding also contributes to raising of employees’ confidence and motivates them to give their best.



Greek telecom operators seem to have quickly reformed their HR techniques to employer branding initiatives, as far as choosing candidates is concerned. Many similarities exist between the companies that were used as a research sample. From an empirical point of view, the more market-oriented a company, the more intense their use of HR techniques. Attracting new employees by using employer branding techniques has evolved in the last three years, while the use of social media has expanded as a means to attract candidates. Most significantly, it is worth mentioning that traditional means, such as corporate websites and forums/career days, have been overweighed by Facebook, LinkedIn, and more focused programs targeting millennials, graduate students, and women professionals. As far as evaluation of existing employees is concerned, more work is needed on exploring new means of evaluation and providing feedback to employees, both in association with the brand’s image. Further development of means and techniques in these fields could improve current employees and job seekers’ perception about the firm and its possible consequences.



Consequently, even though significant changes have occurred, HR staff feel that employer branding targets have not been fully achieved. At the same time, it should not be neglected that employees’ perception about the results coming from the employer branding implementation are of high value. These findings support this idea even though the extent of use of employer branding techniques is not high (because of the short time from its initial implementation).



The results presented in the previous section are consistent with the conceptualization of Aggerholm et al. (2011) involving (a) branding, (b) human resource management, and (c) corporate social responsibility (Figure 2), in order to develop a framework in which employees are treated more and more like stakeholders rather than a labor force. By doing so employees are becoming part of a bidimensional dialogue with the employer instead of the means to achieve high added value for the companies’ owners (e.g., stakeholders).



These conclusions, however, come from interviews that were made with HR departments, while the programs’ initial life cycle has not yet been completed (five-year programs in total with only two years of implementation). That means that the results mainly reveal a tendency and further research is needed in the future. Such an approach does not reduce the validity of the results, taking into consideration that the sample companies’ top-management support expanding employer branding program, while more and more resources (e.g., financial and human resources) are given to support its success. During the research, there were restrictions regarding the information given about the companies’ actions. Following internal security procedures, information about complete depiction actions was impossible to be given.



As part of future work, we propose the reevaluation of the programs after the end of the five-year timetable, in order to compare results and allow for more quantified data to be collected. Moreover, the current research could not reveal such a connection as a result of the short time that employer branding programs have been operational. Following recent trends on business environments, it is rather important to expand our understanding of the interaction between employees and employers’ branding as part of companies’ change through Industry 4.0 implementation. The main goal of Industry 4.0 is to achieve the integration between physical, machinery and devices (Cyber Physical System—CPS) with networked sensors and software (IoT), creating complex but accurate systems capable of predicting, planning, and controlling societal and business outcomes (Industrial Internet Consortium 2013).



In such an environment, skillful and experienced “human resources” will be of the same importance as any other rare resource used to develop products or to support services. All evidence show that the Fourth Industrial Revolution will bring the human factor into the first line of research, but in a manner where physical and virtual environments will interact, and data will be transferred. Treating employees equal to customers (following employer branding trends) is a mean to develop a responsive organizational culture, capable to adapt to the forthcoming business environment.







Author Contributions


Conceptualization, A.K. and A.T.; methodology, A.K.; validation, A.K. and A.T.; formal analysis, A.K.; investigation, A.T.; resources, A.T.; data curation, A.K.; writing—original draft preparation, A.T.; writing—review and editing, A.K.; visualization, A.K.; supervision, A.K.; project administration, A.K. Both authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research received no external funding.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest.




References


	



Aaker, David A. 1991. Managing Brand Equity: Capitalizing on the Values of a Brand Name. New York: The Free Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Aggerholm, Helle Kryger, Sophie Esmann Andersen, and Christa Thomsen. 2011. Conceptualizing Employer Branding in sustainable organization. Corporate Communications: An International Journal 16: 105–23. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ambler, Tim, and Simon Barrow. 1996. The Employer Brand. Journal of Brand Management 4: 85–106. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Armstrong, Michael. 2006. A Handbook of Human Resource Management Practice, 10th ed. London: Kogan Page Ltd. [Google Scholar]

	



Backhaus, Kristin, and Surinder Tikoo. 2004. Conceptualizing and Researching Employer Branding. Career Development International 9: 501–17. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Baum, Matthias, and Rüdiger Kabst. 2013. How to attract applicants in the Atlantic versus the Asia-Pacific region? A cross-national analysis on China, India, Germany, and Hungary. Journal of World Business 48: 175–85. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Berthon, Pierre, Michael Ewing, and Li Lian Hah. 2005. Captivating company: Dimensions of attractiveness in employer branding. International Journal of Advertising 24: 151–72. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD). 2008. Annual Survey Report 2008 -Recruitment, Retention and Turnover. Available online: http://www.orghealth.co.uk/uploads/articles/Employee%20Retention%20Survey%202008%20-%20Dispelling%20the%20Myths%20Surrounding%20Retention.pdf (accessed on 3 April 2019).

	



Clayton, Sarah. 2018. How to Strengthen Your Reputation as an Employer. Available online: https://hbr.org/2018/05/how-to-strengthen-your-reputation-as-an-employer (accessed on 3 April 2019).

	



Collins, Christopher J., and Cynthia Kay Stevens. 2002. The relationship between early recruitment-related activities and the application decisions of new labor-market entrants: A brand equity approach to recruitment. Journal of Applied Psychology 87: 1121–33. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Corporate Leadership Council. 1999. The Employer Brand: Building Competitive Advantage in the Labour Market. Washington, DC: Corporate Leadership Council. [Google Scholar]

	



Cortina, Jose M. 1993. What is coefficient alpha: An examination of theory and applications. Journal of Applied Psychology 78: 98. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Davies, Gary. 2008. Employer branding and its influence on managers. European Journal of Marketing 42: 667–81. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Dell, David, Nathan Ainspan, Thomas Bodenberg, Kathryn Troy, and Jack Hickey. 2001. Engaging Employees through Your Brand. Conference Board Report No. R-1288-01 RR. Washington, DC: Conference Board. [Google Scholar]

	



Edwards, Martin R. 2017. Employer branding and talent management. In Oxford Handbook of Talent Management. Edited by David Collings, Wayne Cascio and Kamel Mellahi. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 233–48. [Google Scholar]

	



Edwards, Martin R., and Tony Edwards. 2013. Employee responses to changing aspects of the employer brand following a multinational acquisition: A longitudinal study. Human Resource Management 52: 27–54. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



EETT. 2018. Market Review of Electronic Communications and Postal Services. Hellenic Telecommunications and Post Commission. Available online: https://www.eett.gr/opencms/export/sites/default/EETT_EN/Journalists/MarketAnalysis/MarketReview/PDFs/2017.pdf (accessed on 5 March 2020).

	



Employer Brand International. 2009. The World’s Most Attractive Employers 2010. Available online: https://www.performancemagazine.org/top-50-most-attractive-employers-in-the-world-in-2010/ (accessed on 10 July 2019).

	



Ewing, Michael T., Leyland F. Pitt, Nigel M. De Bussy, and Pierre Berthon. 2002. Employment Branding in the Knowledge Economy. Available online: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/46118660_Employment_Branding_in_the_Knowledge_Economy (accessed on 3 April 2019).

	



Gatewood, Robert D., Mary A. Gowan, and Gary J. Lautenschlager. 1993. Corporate Image, Recruitment Image and Initial Job Choice. Academy of Management Journal 36: 414–24. [Google Scholar]

	



Gilliver, S. 2009. Badenoch and Clark guide. Employer Branding Essentials 4: 35–50. [Google Scholar]

	



Haegerstrand, Anna, and Emelia Knutsson. 2019. The Attractive Workplace-Are the Site Offices Meeting the Employees Needs? Stockholm: Kth Royal Institute of Technology. [Google Scholar]

	



Industrial Internet Consortium. 2013. Fact Sheet. Available online: https://www.iiconsortium.org/docs/IIC_FACT_SHEET.pdf (accessed on 2 March 2019).

	



Kargas, Antonios. 2014. Organizational Structure, Operational Strategy, Indexes and Forecasting in the Telecommunication Market. Ph.D. thesis, National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, Athens, Greece. [Google Scholar]

	



Kargas, Antoniοs D., and Dimitrios Varoutas. 2015. On the relation between organizational culture and leadership: An empirical analysis. Cogent Business and Management 2: 1–18. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kottler, Philip. 1992. Total Marketing. Business Week Advance, Executive Brief 2: 1–21. [Google Scholar]

	



LinkedIn Talent Solutions. 2016. Global Recruiting Trends 2016. Available online: https://business.linkedin.com/content/dam/business/talent-solutions/global/en_us/c/pdfs/GRT2016_GlobalSMBEdition_103015.pdf (accessed on 2 April 2019).

	



Martin, Graeme, Phillip Beaumont, Rosalind Doig, and Judy Pate. 2005. Branding: A new performance discourse for HR? European Management Journal 23: 76–88. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Morgan, Robert M., and Shelby D. Hunt. 1994. The Commitment-Trust Theory of Relationship Marketing. Journal of Marketing 58: 20–38. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Papadimitriou, Athanasios, and Antonios Kargas. 2012. The Relationship between Organizational Culture and Market Orientation in the Greek Telecommunication Industry. Netnomics: Economic Research and Electronic Networking 13: 1–23. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ritson, Mark. 2002. Marketing and HE Collaborate to Harness Employer Brand Power. Available online: https://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/opinion-marketing-hr-collaborate-harness-employer-brand-power/162068?src_site=marketingmagazine (accessed on 27 January 2019).

	



Russell, Stephanie, and Matthew J. Brannan. 2016. Getting the Right People on the Bus: Recruitment, selection and integration for the branded organization. European Management Journal 34: 114–24. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Stahl, Ashley. 2016. Employers, Take Note: Here’s What Employees Really Want. Available online: https://www.forbes.com/sites/ashleystahl/2016/10/12/employers-take-note-heres-what-employees-really-want/#7c5f11a01c83 (accessed on 22 June 2019).

	



Sullivan, John. 2004. Eight Elements of a Successful Employment Brand. ER Daily. Available online: https://www.ere.net/the-8-elements-of-a-successful-employment-brand/ (accessed on 10 September 2019).

	



Theurer, Christian P., Andranik Tumasjan, Isabell M. Welpe, and Filip Lievens. 2018. Employer branding: A brand equity-based literature review and research agenda. International Journal of Management Reviews 20: 155–79. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Timming, Andrew T. 2019. Human Resource Management and Evolutionary Psychology. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing. [Google Scholar]

	



Tumasjan, Andranik, Florian Kunze, Heike Bruch, and Isabell M. Welpe. 2020. Linking employer branding orientation and firm performance: Testing a dual mediation route of recruitment efficiency and positive affective climate. Human Resource Management 59: 83–99. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Vance, Robert J. 2006. Employee Engagement and Commitment. Society for Human Resource Management. Available online: https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/trends-and-forecasting/special-reports-and-expert-views/Documents/Employee-Engagement-Commitment.pdf (accessed on 3 April 2019).

	



Yunita, Putu Irma, and I. Gusti Ngurah Widya Hadi Saputra. 2019. Millennial generation in accepting mutations: Impact on work stress and employee performance. International Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities 3: 102–14. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]








[image: Admsci 10 00017 g001 550] 





Figure 1. Employer branding as a three-stage procedure (Backhaus and Tikoo 2004). 
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Figure 2. The framework of employer branding (Aggerholm et al. 2011). 
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Table 1. Cronbach’s results.
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	Cronbach’s Alpha
	Cronbach’s Alpha Based on Standardized Items
	Number of Items





	0.851
	0.802
	12
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Table 2. Attracting employees and employer branding.
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Question Number

	
Topic

	
New Firm

	
Telecom Operator






	
1

	
Attracting candidates from the market

	
2/5

	
3/5




	
2

	
Attracting candidates when a position is opened

	
5/5

	
4/5




	
Attracting candidates all year and use when needed

	
0/5

	
1/5




	
3

	
Means to Attract Candidates




	
LinkedIn

	
5/5

	
4/5




	
Facebook

	
1/5

	
5/5




	
Instagram

	
0/5

	
3/5




	
Website

	
5/5

	
5/5




	
Alternative channels

	
5/5

	
4/5




	
4

	
Employer branding target achieved

	
4/5

	
3/5




	
5

	
Results coming from employees’ perception

	
4/5

	
5/5
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Table 3. Choosing candidates and employer branding.
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	Question Number
	Topic
	New Firm
	Telecom Operator





	1
	Means to choose candidates
	4/5
	4/5



	2
	Existing structured means
	4/5
	3/5



	3
	Role-playing tests
	4/5
	5/5



	4
	Overall decision
	4/5
	4/5



	5
	Choosing criteria
	4/5
	4/5
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Table 4. Evaluation of existing employees and employer branding.
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	Question Number
	Topic
	New Firm
	Telecom Operator





	1
	Who evaluates
	4/5
	4/5



	2
	Goals of evaluation
	4/5
	4/5



	3
	Means of evaluation
	3/5
	3/5



	4
	Feedback to employees and new goals
	3/5
	4/5



	5
	Actions after evaluation
	4/5
	4/5
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