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ABSTRACT

In a cluttered landscape of brands storytelling could be a mean to get the message across. 80 percent of
employers find it difficult to attract the right and talented people. Therefore, the aim of this study is to
study how and why storytelling is used in organizations” work with communicating their employer brand
externally. We conduct a multiple case study of two successful employer brands: IKEA and SCA,
together with a theoretical discussion, and interviews with two experts within the area of storytelling
and employer branding. Further, we compiled a model, based on the theoretical framework and our
findings, that consists of the storyteller, the stories, and the telling, and how these components relates to
external employer branding. Our results show that the storytelling is a suitable tool in external employer
branding since external stakeholders get the chance to feel the company; it is a way to verify that an
organization lives its culture and values. A corporate story in this context can be everything from a
small anecdote to a strategically harvested story but should come from the inside of the organization
and always be true. Companies can thereby use storytelling to attract likeminded future employees and
increase the chance of recruiting a perfect match.

There’s no agony like bearing an untold story inside of you - (Maya Angelou)

INTRODUCTION

Our modern society is becoming more and more
communicative (storytellers.se, 2012) but at the
same time, companies have found it increasingly
difficult to get their message across. In a cluttered
landscape of brands, companies need to
differentiate (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003). Could
storytelling be the way to do so? Storytelling has
become one of the trendiest marketing tools
(storytellers.se), and there is a strong belief in the
academic literature on the benefits of storytelling in
branding (e.g. Heijbel, 2011; Marzec, 2007; Fog,
K., Budtz, C. & Yakaboylu, B., 2005). According to
Love (2008), the usage of stories can increase
memory capacity by 60% in comparison with
traditional communication tools. It is a unique and
powerful tool for companies to use in their

communication (Fog et al., 2005), and to share their
knowledge (Mossberg & Johansen, 2006). Through
corporate stories, companies can spread their
knowledge in an effective way, but also emotions,
experiences, and their core values (Heijbel, 2011,
Salzer-Morling, 2004). Further, Fog et al. (2005)
argue that there is a natural link between
storytelling and building brands since they both
have their base in emotional attributes and values.
58 percent of student respondents state that they
would accept a pay cut of 15 percent if they can
work for a company where the values are like their
own (Net Impact, 2012). Therefore it is useful for
companies to attract people with similar values.
Could telling corporate stories be a way to convey
symbolic values? Although stories have long been
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told, it is not until the recently it has been used as a
marketing tool in the industry but “just as every
person has a story to tell, so do companies”
(Marzec, 2007, p. 26).

Until the end of the 20th century, brands were
associated with consumer products and services.
Today, brands are associated with as good as
anything that carries an identity and a reputation
associated with that identity (Barrow & Mosley,
2006). This is also true for companies as they are
more aware of the need to improve their employer
brand (Sullivan, 2004). A study of 632 global
employers show that 82 percent of companies invest
in talent attraction activities and 80 percent find it
difficult to attract the right and talented people.
Also, the survey showed that 73 percent of
employed talents rank the employer image as main
factor for choosing the employer (Universum,
2011).

Backhaus and Tikoo (2004, p. 502) define employer
branding as “the process of building an identifiable
and unique employer identity, and the employer
brand as a concept of the firm that differentiates it
from its competitors”. Through the employer brand,
companies can communicate career opportunities,
job characteristics, specific benefits, and its
corporate culture as a part of the employer brand.
By communicating these areas in an effective way,
the employer may attract the right employees
(Backhouse & Tikoo, 2004). According to Daniel
Wagerth  (2011), employer brand strategist at
Universum, many believe that it is Google's
products and services that make their employer
brand so attractive, but that is just partly true.

Further, he states that Google is very good at
spreading stories about what it is like to work there.
Can storytelling be a useful tool to win the war of
talent? Colton and Ward (2004) explain how
storytelling has become an important part of the
culture at 3M. Innovation is 3M's driving force and
a cornerstone of the company; all the company
stories are told to define what the company stands
for towards the employees and other stakeholders.
3M is actively looking for new stories that expose
their core value of innovation and their motivated
employees. An immortal story of the company is
how an employee by accident invented the yellow
post-it note. This is, according to Colton and Ward

-3;(- NILSSON & NORDGREN — THE UNTOLD STORY: STORYTELLING IN EXTERNAL EMPLOYER BRANDING

(2004), a good example of how storytelling helps to
strengthen the organizational culture, but how do
this relate to the external associations of the
employer brand among potential applicants?
Further, even if storytelling is a trendy marketing
tool, there are several managers in today’s
companies that do not know what it is and how it
can be implemented as an effective communication
strategy (Heijbel, 2011).

Storytelling has in previous research mainly been
investigated either from an external branding
perspective or from an internal organizational
perspective (Fog et al., 2005). It is a suitable
internal organizational tool to communicate added
value to employees, which contributes to making
them more loyal and engaged in the company
(Denning, 2005). At the same time, storytelling can
add greater value to the external brand and make the
customers more willing to pay extra for the products
or services (ibid.) When it comes to employer
branding, the internal organizational culture and
identity consociate with the external image of the
employer brand (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). Still,
both contemporary research and industry analysis
seem to be limited in acknowledgement of how
storytelling can form a link between the
organizational culture and the external employer
brand image (Gill, 2011; Heijbel, 2011; Hatch and
Schultz, 1997). Therefore, the purpose of this study
is to contribute with knowledge about why and how
companies communicate their external employer
brand by using storytelling. Our starting point is the
research field of employer branding and
storytelling, seen from an external perspective, i.e.
our focus is storytelling when communicating an
employer brand to an external audience. We will
not put emphasis on storytelling within the
organization. The aim with this study is also to
create a model, which helps companies understand
how storytelling can be used in their work with
communicating their employer brand identity to an
external audience. The purpose of this study leads
to the following research question.

How and why is storytelling used in external
employer branding?

By answering this research question, our study will
contribute with relevant and important knowledge
within both the research field of storytelling and
employer branding. It aims to provide a new
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approach to external employer branding by studying
it from a storytelling perspective and vice versa.
Hopefully, it will also inspire companies that are
interested in using storytelling to convey their
employer brand image to attract the right
employees. To be able to answer our research
question and fulfill this study’s purpose, we will in
the next section start by discussing relevant
theoretical concepts within employer branding and
storytelling.

THEORETICAL DISCUSSION

In order to study why and how companies use
storytelling as a tool in external employer branding
we start by looking into the theoretical research
field of employer branding where focus is put on
the employer brand image and employer value
proposition, and what could create an attractive
employer brand image. We continue with reviewing
earlier research within storytelling including: the
usage of storytelling when conveying symbolic
attributes, types of stories, and communication
channels. We end our theoretical discussion by
presenting an own model (see Figure 1.), which is
based on our theoretical framework and will help
answering our research question.

EMPLOYER BRANDING

If an organization wants to ensure that they recruit
the right people in the first instance, employer
branding offers a way to do that (Foster et al.,
2010). It allows the firm to differentiate itself from
other employers competing for talent (Backhaus &
Tikoo, 2004). The employer brand conveys an
image that includes the employer value proposition,
which presents the reasons for why an organization
is a good place to work (Sullivan, 2004). Since this
study partly aims to study why companies use
storytelling in external employer branding we will
discuss theories regarding the employer brand
image and the employer value proposition as
storytelling could be a way to affect and
communicate these in an effective way.

Employer Brand Image and Employer Value
Proposition

When it comes to attracting future employees with
employer branding, researchers often talk about the
concept of employer brand image, which is the
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external stakeholders’ perception of a company as
an employer, i.e. their perception of the functional
and symbolic benefits of working at a certain
company (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). Backhaus and
Tikoo (2004) further argue that it is the associations
external stakeholders have of an employer brand
that shape the employer brand image. This image in
turn affects the attractiveness of the organization
among potential employees. However, it is not
enough for organizations to simply create a strong
employer brand and an attractive image; they must
also communicate the employer value proposition in
the best possible way (Parment & Dyhre, 2009). If
the employer brand image is the perceptions among
potential employees, a company’s employer value
proposition is the central message that convey why
current and future employees should work for a
specific company. The most important criteria of a
successful employer value propositions are: that
they are true, attractive, and different (Backhaus &
Tikoo, 2004).

Furthermore, definitions of employer brand image
offered by the marketing literature differ from the
organizational perspective. Marketing literature
stresses the external perspective of the image
concept  whereas  organizational literature
emphasizes the internal issues related to image
(Hatch & Schultz, 1997). However, Hatch and
Schultz (1997) argue that organizational identity,
organizational culture, and organizational image
form a circular process. Organizational identity is
reflected by the organizational culture, and the
organizational image has received its symbolic
material from the organizational identity. The image
can then be absorbed back into the culture. This
reasoning implies that the image is deliberately
adjustable within the organization, to later be
consumed externally. We see that management as
storytellers could play an important role since the
external communication is dependent on internal
identity. Also, the employers could be vital
communication tools when spreading stories
(Minchington, 2006) to strengthen the external
image since Hatch and Schultz (1997) argue that the
image is also influenced by the interactions between
organizational members and external audiences. A
positive organizational image has a strong
correlation with attracting quality applicants (Cable
& Graham, 2000; Greening & Turban, 2000), which
shows that messages used internally can lead to the
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external image of an employer brand. We see a
difference in perspective when previous research
have investigated brand image by the extent of how
much the inside of the organization is considered.
This difference could play an important role in the
context of employer branding, as there are different
views on the role of management decision and
organizational members' experiences. It is useful to
take in what Allen et al, (2002, p. 186) cited in
Marshall & Adamic, (2010), conclude when stating:
“nearly everyone can be, and should be, a story-
teller”, but to be able to answer our research
question we find it important to study from whom
the stories should come from, and if the stories
could be an effective mean to reflect organizational
identity.

An Attractive Employer Brand Image

Research has found that potential applicants try to
identify themselves with the company and the
people working there (Byrne & Neuman, 1992;
Cable & Judge, 1996; 1997). They compare their
own needs, personalities, and values with the
employer brand image. The employer value
proposition should therefore be established to
ensure that the emotional and rational benefits are
congruent with potential employees’ expectations
(Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004; Mosley, 2007). If they
match and they have a good impression of the
company as an employer, it is more likely that the
candidates want to apply for a job there (Backhaus
& Tikoo, 2004; Lievens & Highhouse, 2003).

Furthermore, candidates consider both functional
benefits and symbolic benefits when evaluating the
employer brand (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003).
Functional or instrumental benefits refer to specific
and objective characters of an organization, such as
salary, work hours and location, but symbolic
attributes, e.g. culture or teamwork, play a more
important role in employer branding. The reason is
that it relates to subjective and more abstract
attributes in the form of images and beliefs that
applicants receive of an organization's character as
well as it is hard to replicate (Lievens & Highhouse,
2003; Backhouse & Tikoo, 2004). The attraction of
an employer brand image is mainly due to symbolic
attributes and they are more difficult for other
companies to emulate. The job seekers mainly
separate companies from one another through
symbolic attributes rather than instrumental
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attributes (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003). Despite
this, we see that organizations still communicate
their functional benefits to a larger extent when
trying to attract potential employees. Since
storytelling is an emotional communication tool and
useful when conveying symbolic attributes of a
brand this could be a natural link in external
employer branding as well (Denning, 2005; Heijbel,
2011).

Finally, in many firms developing an attractive
employer brand image is how a crucial part of their
work to stay competitive, and the difference no
longer lies in the physical product but rather in the
story (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004; Fog et al., 2005).
The associations dealing with the perceptions and
thoughts people have about a company as an
employer contribute to how the company's
employer brand is perceived. It is of great
importance that these thoughts and associations are
beneficial for an organization since they are
considered difficult to change (Backhaus & Tikoo,
2004). Since the difference among companies
competing for talents lies in the symbolic values,
storytelling could play an important part in
conveying these values.

STORYTELLING

Fog et al. (2005) argue that storytelling can be used
to communicate a brand in an efficient way in order
for the target group to understand the company. Fog
et al. (2005) mention that as storytelling is the
mean, branding is the goal. When looking at
storytelling from a general branding perspective,
many researchers see a natural link between
conveying the brand and storytelling (Denning,
2005; Fog et al, 2005; Wachtman & Johnson,
2009), and we want to study if storytelling also is
useful in external employer branding.

Conveying the symbolic attributes of a brand

Denning (2005), considered by many to be one of
the foremost writers and practitioners within the
area of storytelling (Ramzy, 2007), argues that a
brand essentially is about relationships with various
stakeholders, including potential employees. Strong
brands establish relationships through their brand
stories. The stories contain a brand promise of what
values the company is providing and communicate
a company identity. Core values in it selves are only
words without any real content. When a company
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reports its core values in annual reports or brochures
as bullet points they are often perceived as
anonymous and difficult to understand (Denning,
2005). Instead, Fog et al. (2005) argue that by
telling stories that relate to a company's core values,
they are vitalized and made more relevant to the
recipient.

Furthermore, the importance of symbolic attributes
is in line with research in the area of neurologic
science which concludes that the majority of
rational decisions a person makes is motivated by
his feelings rather than rational arguments
(Wachtman & Johnson, 2009). Thus, it can be
concluded that storytelling is an effective way to
reach the audience since it is an efficient way to
communicate symbolic values; it is useful as people
are more motivated by feelings than rational
arguments. Still, we see a risk of companies only
convey the positive symbolic aspect of the
organization, which might be somewhat misleading.
Companies need to be careful not to be too one-
sided in the communication. Klein (1999) explains
that as organizations try to be “the chief
communicators of all that is good and cherished in
our culture” (Klein, 1999, p.335), they likewise
become more exposed to public criticism. Further, it
is unlikely that the company only consists out of
one reality; instead, there are several realities to be
exposed, told, heard and understood in order to
create a holistic image of the organizational culture
(Boyce, 1996). Dennisdotter and Axelbrant (2008)
stress that the corporate message must permeate
storytelling as it guides the employees how to act.
The risk with management dictating storytelling is
that they have a dominant voice (or story) because
of the dynamics of powers, while other voices (and
stories) are heard less frequently if at all (Boyce,
1996).

Finally, storytelling is far more convincing to an
audience than rational arguments, facts, or statistics.
If companies can find their truthful corporate
stories, they will inhabit the brand with emotions
and images from reality (Kaufman, 2003; Heijbel,
2011). In its simplest sense, a corporate story is a
narrative tool that tells the tale of *‘who we are”’
and ‘‘where we’re headed’’. The story evokes a
common vision of the future and sketches the
journey to achieve that vision. It also creates a clear
route for employees to follow and defines success in
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observable terms (Marzec, 2007). Moreover,
according to Colton and Ward (2004), there are
some general points about why stories can work so
well. Essentially, working with stories is about
knowing the value that is gained by shifting from
general to a specific and unique moment, from
abstract to concrete, from complex to simple, from
theory to practice, and from models to meaningful
experiences and examples. Looking into the
research area of storytelling we see that researchers
from both the marketing field and organizational
field agree that storytelling is more useful than
regular text. Still, with all these arguments of how
storytelling is advantageous in branding and
communication we question why it is not more
commonly used. To be able to answer how
storytelling is used in external employer branding
we also have to study what types of stories are
beneficial for an organization to communicate.

Types of stories to tell

So what makes a good corporate story? Stories can
be about almost anything and the content of a
corporate story somewhat differs among researchers
within the fields of storytelling. However, we have
noticed five emerging types of stories in previous
research; epic myths, company core values,
experience-, and customer- and product stories
(Mitroff & Kilmann, 2001; Andersson, 2004; Kaye
& Jacobson 1999; Fog et al, 2005; Simmons, 2003).
The primary objective of the epic myths is to define
the organization's unique qualities and to perpetuate
the organization's traditions. These stories focus on
the company's history where heroes and heroines
often are included (Wilkins, 1983; Cited in Mitroff
& Kilmann, 2001). Stories of a company’s core
values use the business concept, the vision and the
overall strategic objectives for creating the
corporate identity (Andersson, 2004). Kaye and
Jacobson (1999) argue that experience stories are
valuable since they arrive from personal experience,
ideas and personal visions of the future and engage
in an intellectual level. Also, product stories about
how the product was invented or is produced can
create added value (Fog et al., 2005). Last, customer
stories can create word of mouth regarding the
experience of consumption experience of a product
or service (Fog et al, 2005).

Although there are different types of stories, the
emphasis should be put on having an unambiguous
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purpose since corporate narratives become part of a
culture over which the original storyteller has little
control (Marshall & Adamic, 2010). Thus, for the
story to survive subsequent edits it needs a purpose
that is unmistakable. Still, we observe that there are
various types of stories that companies can use in
storytelling. Each kind of story got its own
advantages, which implies that the choice of story
should be made in relation to the aim of the
message.

Regarding the question of whether the story has to
be true or not brings up conflicting views. The
dimension of authenticity versus fiction could be
described as two directions dividing the idea about
storytelling, into those who believe that the stories
always have to be true and those who do not
(Dennisdotter & Axenbrant, 2008). Denning (2005)
argues that stories do not have to be true to be
effective in storytelling but the importance rather
lies in the emotional connection, i.e. the meaning it
creates for the audience and that they can see the
meaning in a more personal context. Furthermore,
Denning (2005) states that as long as a story rings
true, it helps the listener to receive the main part if
the story. In contrary, Dennisdotter and Axenbrant
(2008) say that since all companies have to
compose stories from their own realities there is no
reason for companies to tell stories that are not true.
Still, organizations consist of multiple realities
(Boyce, 1996). According to Fog et al. (2005)
inventing new stories sometimes better serves the
company in their external communication but it is
not always credible. Job seekers mainly separate
future employers by their symbolic values, which
they can identify with (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003)
and Fog et al. (2005) further argue that genuine
stories add credibility to a company’s message.
Authentic stories are often stronger than fictive
stories or myths (ibid.).

Furthermore, most company stories about values
and culture spring from the employees but it could
be difficult to spot these stories. If they can be
found, it could be the smallest anecdote that
clarifies why a company is special. The importance
lies in knowing where to look and it is vital that the
stories are being communicated in the right way and
in the right context (Fog et al., 2005). In conclusion,
truthfulness brings an interesting dimension to
storytelling, as it is hard to determine what is true.
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Since Boyce (1996) states that there are multiple
realities, we question that there are completely true
stories that are applicable for the whole
organization. Thus, multiple stories from different
perspectives of the organization could be inferred as
a measure of authenticity, as it would increase the
likelihood for multiple realities to be seen.
Consequently, the company could respond to the
employer value proposition criteria of truth.

Communication channels

Even if a company has a good story that is supposed
to strengthen their employer brand, it is useless if it
does not reach the audience. To analyze how
companies use storytelling in their external
employer branding, we review what channels are
appropriate when conveying an employer brand and
if storytelling can be used in that communication
arena. Attracting the right candidates and building
employer brand awareness in the minds of a large
audience requires communication towards a broad
group of potential employees (Parment & Dyhre,
2009). Today, every company has its own website
that offers the possibility to display its products and
stories. The concept of telling corporate stories
online is called “digital storytelling” and even
though communicating your message through
online media has global reach, it has its downfalls
(Denning, 2005). Denning (2005), criticizes digital
media as a communication channel for storytelling
since it could be seen as unreliable when the listener
cannot know for sure who the sender is. Further, he
argues that the lack of “face-to-face-relationship”
makes it difficult to adjust the story according to the
audience’s reactions.

According to Marzec (2007) storytelling does not
limit the tool’s application to traditional verbal and
written communication channels. Rather, best
practice organizations manage to identify the need
to tell their story in various ways. In our opinion,
except for the employees, the most appropriate
communication channel for storytelling is through
digital media. If a company wants to reach a large
audience (Parment & Dyhre, 2009), online
communication is better suited than offline
communication. According to Rosethorn (2009),
companies have to adjust to our digitalized world
and today, people trust someone on Facebook that
tells a story about what it is like to work at a certain
company more than the company’s own career site.
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We find the “truth” in what someone that we have
never met says online, and “brand transparency” has
received new meaning. This digital development
pushes organizational storytelling in a new context
and the employer brand on to the corporate
reputation agenda (Rosethorn, 2009). Our
theoretical focus regarding communication channels
is therefore digital communication.

Furthermore, many companies use their webpages
as a communication channel when conveying their
employer brand. We have come the a conclusion
that it could be a suitable channel for telling
corporate stories since the audience will know the
information comes directly from the company. A
good strategy could also be to provide interaction
instead of just information since that could create
engagement and use supporting channels to build
loyalty (Dou & Krishnamurthy, 2007). A
disadvantage with using the webpage to
communicate corporate stories is, according to De
Pelsmacker, P., Geuens, M. & Van Den Bergh, J.
(2010) that it demands resources and continuously
updating. De Pelsmacker et al. (2010) also argue
that social networks as for example Facebook and
LinkedIn are growing rapidly and are important
communication channels. Social media could be a
somewhat risky communication tool when telling
corporate stories since stories told by for example
employees might not be cohesive and rooted in the
company culture. If the companies do not “live”
their core values, or if an employee does not enjoy
working there it is a risk of them spreading negative
“word-of-mouth”, or more correctly “word-of-
mouse”. However, based on our review of
theoretical contributions we can conclude social
media could be a useful communication channel in
this context since it reaches a wider target group
and companies can update stories continuously.

STORYTELLING IN EXTERNAL

EMPLOYER BRANDING

With the insights gained from our theoretical
discussion and with our research question in mind
we created a model for how storytelling can be a
mean in creating an attractive external employer
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brand (Figure 1). The model is developed from an
employer branding perspective with the aim of
guiding us as researchers when studying why and
how storytelling in external employer branding is
used in the case companies chosen for this study.
Moreover, even if this model is our own, it is based
on previous research within employer branding and
storytelling. Our analysis will be based on the
different parts included in the model.

The first step in the model is the organizational
identity. It is the heart of the organizational culture,
which consists of the core values and the symbolic
attributes that make an employer brand attractive
(Lievens & Highhouse, 2003). Further, the identity
is built on the management vision and leadership
together with organization members’ experiences
(Hatch & Schultz, 1997). Previous research in
employer branding conclude that the organizational
identity affects the organizational image and the
attractiveness of an employer brand externally
(Hatch & Schultz, 1997). It implies that the stories
must come from the inside, and reflect the
organizational identity and culture in order to create
a truthful image among external stakeholders. We
use this part of the model in order to look into how
the organizational identity affects the usage of
storytelling in external employer branding. This can
answer the part of our research question that
considers why companies use storytelling in
external employer branding. This part of our model
also includes the storyteller, i.e. who in the
organization should be telling the stories to an
external audience? Therefore, this can also
contribute to the discussing regarding how
storytelling is used in this context.

We observed when doing the literature review there
are two main dimensions of storytelling as a
communicative mean in employer branding: the
story itself and how it is communicated. Therefore,
we divide storytelling into two areas, the story and
how it is communicated. The second step in our
model called stories includes types of stories as well
as characteristics of stories that are told. In previous
research the opinions regarding what makes a good
story or if it has to be true somewhat differs

Figure 1. Storytelling in External Employer Branding (Nilsson & Nordgren, 2012)

ORGANIZATIONAL

IDENTITY i STORIES

COMMUNICATION
CHANNELS

v
v
AUDIENCE
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(Dennisdotter & Axenbrant, 2008; Denning, 2005;
Fog et al., 2005). In order to answer our research
question we believe studying what types of stories
that are communicated is important, and we will
therefore look into how theoretically discussed
stories relate to the stories actually used by the case
companies in this study.

The third step is communication channels, which
refers to the communication arena where stories that
aim to strengthen an employer brand image should
be spread. Since our modern society includes a fast
moving digital development, which pushes
organizational storytelling in to a new context
(Rosethorn, 2009), we believe it is of interest to
study if online media channels are important when
companies are telling stories in this context. We can
thereby clarify the answer on our research question
with focus on how companies use it.

The last step is the audience, the external target
group in employer branding. It is beneficial for an
organization to look at what they seek and value
(Lievens & Highhouse, 2003). The goal with using
storytelling in external employer branding must be
to reach an audience and thereby attract potential
talents. When using the model to study our case
companies we will explore how their thoughts
regarding their audience but it will not be a focal
point in our analysis.

METHODOLOGICAL OVERVIEW

As this study aims to increase the understanding of
why and how companies use storytelling in their
work with external employer branding, a qualitative
research method was adopted for this study. A
qualitative study is appropriate when searching for a
nuanced view of a phenomenon, and we want to
gain both a detailed understanding as well as an
overall picture of our research problem (Jacobsen,
2002). To be able to receive a deeper understanding,
a multiple case study approach was chosen. Yin
(2003; 1994) argues that a multiple case study
enables comparisons, strengthens the result, avoids
misinterpretations and thus gives a more vigorous
result. Additionally, multiple case studies are
advantageous when the problem includes questions
of how and why, and are applicable when focusing
on contemporary subjects (Yin, 2003; 1994), which
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further stresses the usefulness of this method in this
study. Moreover, we conducted interviews since it
is one of the most important information sources in
a case study. Interviews are also beneficial since our
subject is a new area of research and as it helps us
to get a better understanding of how the
phenomenon is manifested (Yin, 1994; Esaiasson,
P., Gilljam, M., Oscarsson, H. & Wagnerud, L.,
2007).

For this study, the corporate brands of IKEA and
SCA were chosen as our case companies (see Table.
2). To be able to make comparisons and draw
significant conclusions we have chosen corporate
brands that are similar and both use storytelling to
communicate their employer brand. IKEA and SCA
are operating in different industries, which means
that we cannot draw intra-industry conclusions.
However, we perceive this as a minor limitation
since our aim is not to investigate a specific
industry and according to Dennisdotter and
Axenbrant (2008), storytelling can be used in all
kinds of companies. Despite different industries,
IKEA and SCA are both large Swedish companies
with well-know corporate brands and are perceived
as attractive employers (see Table 2.), (Dahlén,
2012; Universumglobal, 2012; Hammer &
Hanborg, 2004). The European Commission criteria
for a large company with over 250 employees
(SCADplus, 2007) were used together with the
company being active in at least 2 national markets.
We believe that by choosing well-established
brands as cases in our study there will be more
information, opinions and feelings towards the
brands, which will lead to a more nuanced study.
Also, we chose large and well-established
organizations because they have been in business a
long time, have resources to communicate with the
right audiences, and has insight into the
phenomenon studied (Erlandsson, 2005).

The case companies were identified in a pilot study
where we visited career fairs (CHARM, 2012 and
Handelsdagarna, 2012), read industry reports within
employer branding (Universum Quarterly, 2011-04;
2012-01), and did an informal mail interview with
the storytelling expert Matts Heijbel. Matts Heijbel
is a storytelling expert and the founder of
storytellers.se. Based on his definition of
storytelling, we managed to judge whether a
company uses storytelling in their employer
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branding or not, and both IKEA and SCA were
good examples. We also scanned blogs and forums
about employer branding and storytelling (e.g.
storytellers.se, 2012; HR-bloggen.se, 2012). The
reasons for selecting two case companies are that it
was a suitable time frame for conducting interviews,
to be able to compare the companies, and to gain a
somewhat deeper understanding of their work with
storytelling in external employer branding.

To include another perspective in this study, and to
gain more knowledge about the subject of this study
we also conducted interviews with two experts that
work with employer branding, storytelling, and
communication. We interviewed the Storytelling
Expert Matts Heijbel and Kalle Malmstedt who is a
PR- and Social Media Strategist that has worked a
lot with employer branding, (see Table 1.). We
chose to talk to these specialists in order to have an
expert opinion and to gain knowledge and
predictions about on-going trends within employer
branding and storytelling. We also wanted to
receive explanations of different terms and gain a
deeper understanding of why and how storytelling
is used in this context. This knowledge helped us
developing the interview guides for SCA and IKEA
further. Interviewing two experts within the subject
of our research problem increases the validity of our
study since we knew better what questions to ask to
be able to answer our research question (Bryman,
2002).

RESPONDENTS CASE | POSITION
COMPANIES

Therese Green, IKEA | Recruitment responsible
Telephone Interview towards Swedish students

Angelica Stebrant,
SCA
Telephone Interview

Corporate branding manager

RESPONDENTS POSITION
EXPERTS

Matts Heijbel Storytelling consultant and
Telephone Interview founder of www.storytellers.se

Kalle Malmstedt
Personal Interview

Worked with employer
branding at Universum and is
now PR and Social media
strategist at Cordovan
Communications Agency

Table 1. Interview Respondents
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Our multiple case study has been conducted using
three sequential sources of empirical data. A three-
phase study is adopted in order to get insights about
why and how companies use storytelling in their
external employer branding and as it verifies the
authenticity better (Yin, 1994). As a first phase we
used compiled online secondary data by scanning
the companies’ official webpages, forums and blogs
with the intention to see how storytelling is used
among the companies and what opinions users
expressed. We used this data to build knowledge
about what stories that circulates around our case
companies. The results from our scanning combined
with our theoretical framework were used as a basis
when creating all of our interview guides.

In the second phase, in-depth interviews were
chosen and conducted with employer branding and
storytelling experts in a semi-structured way, see
Table 1. Examples of reasons for choosing to
interview Matts Heijbel are that he is the founder of
www.storytellers.se, lecturer in storytelling, and
perceived as Sweden’s leading profile within
storytelling (storytellers.se). Kalle Malmstedt was
interviewed since he has worked with employer
branding at Universum, which is a large and well-
known employer-branding agency. We also found it
interesting to gain insights about what
communication channels are the most appropriate
for external employer branding and storytelling.
Since Kalle Malmstedt is a PR- and Social Media
Strategist at a communications agency we believed
he could contribute with valuable knowledge about
that.

The third phase includes semi-structured interviews
with the responsible person for employer branding
or corporate branding at IKEA and SCA. The main
criteria for choosing the person to interview were
centrality that the interviewee was well informed
about how the company works with external
employer branding and storytelling (Esaiasson et
al., 2007). The aim with these interviews was to
develop an understanding of why and how IKEA
and SCA use storytelling in their work with external
employer branding. Since all four interviews were
built on semi-structured interview guides, it made it
easier to receive in-depth responses and let the
respondents talk freely about their experiences,
thoughts, and feelings (Eriksson & Kovalainen,

9 ©2012 MsC in Marketing & Consumption. School of Business, Economics and Law at the University of Gothenburg



2008). The background of IKEA and SCA is
presented in Table 2.

CASE
COMPANY | BACKGROUND

IKEA IKEA is a Swedish furniture retailer and
has one of the strongest employer brands
in Sweden (Dahlén, 2012; Universum,
2012; Hammer & Hanborg, 2004). IKEA’s
company culture is very strong with well-
established values and the stories,
sometimes myths, about their founder
Ingvar Kamprad are well known in
Sweden. IKEA is working actively with
employer branding where examples of
activities are: ads in student newspapers,
participation in career fairs and student
events, a “co-worker blog” etc.

SCA SCA is a global hygiene- and paper-
company, that develops, produces and
markets personal care products, tissue,
forest products and packaging solutions,
with sales in more than 100 countries
under many strong brands (sca.se).
According to Universum's (2011) ranking
survey SCA is the most attractive
employer in the forest industry amongst
students in engineering and young
professionals in the engineering field
(Universum, 2011). SCA have conducted a
project where they collected storytelling
from employees who had stories to tell
as a strategic process where they tried to
find stories that relate to what the
company stands for. (Angelica Stebrant,
SCA)

Table 2. Background, IKEA & SCA

To strengthen the internal validity, we sent our
findings and analysis to the respondents to ensure
that there have not been any misinterpretations.
Regarding the external validity of this study, our
aim is not to generalize to a specific industry as a
whole, but rather to describe a phenomenon and
inspire other companies that are interested in
working with storytelling in their external employer
branding. Moreover, the interviews were recorded,
transcribed and divided into different themes. We
compared the respondents’ answers to find
similarities and differences. Our findings and results
are combined in the next section to avoid repetition,
and structured on the basis of our own model (see
Figure 1.).
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FINDINGS & ANALYSIS

The structure of our findings and analysis is based
on the model (Figure 1.) we created after reviewing
relevant literature and with our research question in
mind. The analysis emphasizes the following
dimensions: storyteller, stories, telling. The
storyteller represents the organizational identity and
is based on the first step in Figure 1., which we
named organizational identity. In this section we
discuss management and employees as storytellers.
Stories are the second step and stresses what types
of stories that are useful in external employer
branding, their characteristics, and what they
convey. The last part is telling, which includes to
the most appropriate communication channels for
storytelling in this context. The audience will be
included in our analysis but it is not a focal point sin
it differs among companies. We end this chapter
with a summary of our empirical material and
analysis that is presented in a modified model (see
Figure 2.).

STORYTELLER

We use the term Storyteller to refer to the ones who
communicate and spread the messages about the
organizational identity and culture. Our findings
show that the management and the employees are
both storytellers but we will analyze the two groups
separately in order to see why and how they are
used as corporate storytellers external employer
branding.

Management as a storyteller

The first group of storytellers within an
organization is the management. Management
vision and leadership plays a crucial role in shaping
the organizational culture and identity (Hatch &
Schultz, 1997). Looking at our case companies,
IKEA choses to work with storytelling as a
communication tool to both preserve and pass on
their culture (Therese Green, IKEA), while SCA
wants to make their employer brand well-known
and more attractive by filling it with emotional
values (Angelica Stebrant, SCA). Hence, both
IKEA and SCA work with storytelling internally
first, to later be consumed externally (Hatch &
Schultz, 1997). Angelica Stebrant, SCA, explains
how they searched for stories among their co-
workers in order to find the strongest that reflected
their core values in the best way. The management
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was responsible for selecting and distributing the
most valuable stories. Angelica Stebrant states;
“When we executed this storytelling project last
year, we really tried to link the stories to three main
areas; that SCA is strong within sustainability and
environment, that we have a strong position within
innovation and that we are a company that cares
about both about customers and employees™

We can thereby see that the role of management is
not only to be a storyteller but that the management
also can play a crucial part in open up for
storytelling, collecting stories and selecting the ones
that already exist within the organization.
According to Matts Heijbel good stories should, in a
strategic way, be searched, found, harvested, and
gathered within the organization by the
management  before ~ communicating  them
externally. Matts Heijbel’s view and SCA’s method
for gathering stories could be in line with Fog et al.
(2005) when they argue that it is important to know
where to look for stories and communicate them in
the right context. On the contrary, Kalle Malmstedt
believe storytelling could be when an employee is
updating something about his or her workday on
Twitter or Facebook. This is showed in the
following quotes; ““...you can develop all kinds of
communication platforms and establish key words
but if the stories aren’t established among the
employees... they do not exist” (Kalle, Malmstedt).
He also states; ““From my point of view, storytelling
doesn’t have to be a finished story about a tension
or conflict that was solved... It doesn’t have to be a
story from the past. It could be something that is
happening right now” (Kalle Malmstedt).

Further, SCAs aim is to chose the stories that match
their core values in order to tell a story that can
strengthen the employer brand image that are in line
with their mission (Angelica Stebrant, SCA). Still,
by doing so we believe a risk could be that the
company becomes too one-sided and only
communicates the things that are cherished about
the culture (Klein, 1999). It is unlikely that a
company only consists out of one reality; instead,
there are several realities to be exposed, told, heard
and understood in order to create a holistic image of
the organizational culture (Boyce, 1996). However,
we se advantages with both Matts Heijbel and Kalle
Malmstedt’s views on how to find the stories and
who the storyteller should be. If the purpose is to
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clarify an organizational culture or core values, as
with SCA, we believe it could be appropriate to
involve the management when selecting stories. It
could contribute to a cohesive message and purify
their employer brand. When Angelica Stebrant at
SCA talks about their storytelling project she
explains how ““there could exist other stories that
we did not harvested but we wanted to focus to
some extent”. This shows that SCA’s goal was to
communicate a cohesive employer brand image.
IKEA on the other hand has a very strong and well-
known organizational culture and their need to
clarify their values might be smaller compared to
SCA. Therese Green, IKEA, explains; “a common
factor among IKEA employees is that they all have
the same values or appreciate that IKEA talk a lot
about values and finds it important™. This shows
that it could be easier for IKEA to use everyone in
the organization as storytellers since they are aware
of the essence in company culture.

Furthermore, the management as a storyteller needs
to reflect over the power dynamics in the
organization. Therese Green at IKEA explains how
IKEA Retail is often the most visible section even if
IKEA is much more than just retail. She wishes that
people could get a more nuanced view of the
company; "We need to show the whole IKEA,
otherwise people will think that you can only work
at the department stores. It's great to attract people
there, but think about all the other positions [we
have]" (Therese Green, IKEA). Boyce (1996) sees a
risk that some stakeholders in an organization have
a dominant voice (or story), because of the
dynamics of powers, while other voices (and
stories) are heard less. Therese Green explains how
IKEA Retail has a larger budget when comes to
employer branding, and thus have more power in
the organization than other IKEA companies.
Therefore, companies need to be aware of the
power dynamics in the organization and work in
order to portray a holistic view of the company.

Employees as storytellers

Our study shows that the employees are a vital
communication tool when telling stories in
employer branding. Their organizational
experiences affect the organizational culture (Hatch
& Schyltz, 1997). Therese Green at IKEA
emphasizes employees as the organization's
ambassadors and stresses therefore the importance
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of stories told from the employee perspective.
Further, she explains how the employer brand is
built from within the company; that the brand is in
how employees perceive the company; "We may
think we are great, but if the employees don’t think
S0, it may be the worst marketing in the world. Our
employees talk with their friends and family. If they
like their job it becomes good storytelling” (Therese
Green, IKEA). Angelica Stebrant at SCA describes
how they have a similar approach as “there is a
wish that, from SCA's viewpoint, to see the people
behind the brand” (Angelica Stebrant, SCA). This
is also something that is supported by Kalle
Malmstedt and Matts Heijbel. Kalle Malmstedt
agrees by stating “it's the employees who represent
the company brand. They are the ones that shape
it”. Hatch and Schultz (1997) describe how the
employer brand image is affected by the interaction
between organizational members and external
stakeholders. Employees can be used as storytellers
in order to tell their experiences to potential
employees with the aim of conveying the
organizational culture. We therefore believe it is of
great importance to consider how current employees
perceive the company and its culture. If they do not
recognize the company culture told by the
management, we see a risk of communicating a
somewhat misleading employer value proposition.

Therese Green, IKEA, further thinks storytelling is
a great way to show the people behind the brand
and that it will provide a more trustworthy image to
external stakeholders. This is useful in employer
branding as research shows that potential applicants
try to identify themselves with the company and the
people working there (Byrne & Neuman, 1992;
Cable & Judge, 1996; 1997). If the company’s
values are established among the employees, Kalle
Malmstedt believes that they will “spread the
wishful employer brand image during dinners, on
twitter or Facebook”. As applicants want to
compare their needs, personalities, and values with
the employer brand image (Byrne & Neuman, 1992;
Cable & Judge, 1996; 1997), this will help them to
do so. Moreover, Therese Green explains how
IKEA make use of stories from “different people
from different positions that are entirely free to tell
stories about their work. Both when it is stressful,
when it's fun, when it is serious and so on”” (Therese
Green, IKEA). Angelica Stebrant also states how
SCA has worked actively to find stories from
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various employees in the organization. This could
as we see it, decrease the risk of focusing on just
one reality (Boyce, 1996). It could instead increase
the chance of many employees recognizing the
employer value proposition in the stories. Still, SCA
selects stories more strategically and we believe it
could be somewhat risky if the stories are chosen
and communicated by the management.

STORIES

By analyzing what types of stories are used in
external branding and what purpose they have, we
can answer the research question about how and
why storytelling is used in external employer
branding.

Conveying symbolic attributes

Therese Green at IKEA says that stories are
advantageous compared to traditional means of
communication. She states that stories are an
educational tool for conveying knowledge and
culture, which brings the IKEA spirit to come alive.
Thus, telling stories that relate to a company's core
values make them more relevant to the recipient
(Fog et al., 2005). It can also be seen in employer
branding as the job seekers mainly separate
companies from one another through symbolic
attributes  rather than instrumental attributes
(Lievens & Highhouse, 2003). Therese Green,
IKEA, says; “when it comes to our corporate brand
IKEA we get a lot for free; everyone knows IKEA
and our products but as a place to work it is
fantastic to be able to expose the people [the
employers]”. Communicating traditional attributes
does not contribute to an increased understanding of
the organization and its culture since it does not
appeal to the emotional feelings in the same way
that a story does (Love, 2008). This is also
something that Angelica Stebrant, SCA, stated. She
explains that SCA wants to increase the awareness
of their employer brand among students, and their
aim is to emphasize symbolic values as for example
that SCA has extremely talented co-workers and the
possibility to grow is great.

Furthermore, Kalle Malmstedt explains how stories
can make the message alive, and says that a
common phrase in journalism is “Show, don’t tell”.
He explains this further; “Sure you can read about
company X on their website and find out what their
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core values are, but if you have a friend who tells
stories on Facebook what it is like to work there it
is more credible” (Kalle Malmstedt, Cordovan).
According to Rosethorn (2009), we find the “truth”
in what other people say rather than on a career site.
A majority of rational decisions a person makes is
motivated by his feelings rather than rational
arguments (Wachtman & Johnson, 2009), which
implies that storytelling is a good way for
companies to convey their message in an
explainable and truthful way. It is easier to use
stories to explain the symbolic values an
organization hold since as Kalle Malmstedt argues;
“Storytelling is even a way to really SHOW good
working conditions... | believe storytelling is the
best way to do employer branding... there are
people  engaged in  storytelling.  That’s
trustworthiness™.

Portraying organizational culture

Our study shows how the right stories can help
applicants to see if the organizational culture is a
good match for them. Therese Green, IKEA,
explains that IKEA’s “Co-worker blog” was
launched in January 2011 and lets IKEA’s
employees communicate their stories in an informal
way. It is a storytelling-channel that “conveys a
cozy image with lots of pictures and humor of what
it's like working at IKEA but at the same time it
might scare off people who are interested in another
working environment”. Still, Therese Green doesn’t
necessarily see this as a disadvantage as it helps
IKEA to attract applicants that fits with IKEA’s
culture. Matts Heijbel supports this viewpoint by
explaining how a company can "sort out the
prospective applicants who do not fit with or can
identify with the company's culture and values".
Thus, the aim with storytelling in employer
branding does not have to be to make the firm’s
external employer brand attractive, but rather to be
attractive to the right people in order to facilitate the
recruitment, and to find people with the best fit with
the company (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004; Lievens &
Highhouse, 2003). Matts Heijbel explains how
storytelling helps the applicant know if the
organizational culture is a good fit already at the
door. Consequently, stories, as a part of
communicating the employer brand image, help
applicants acknowledge decisive factors in time as
well as helping companies avoid recruiting people
that quit because they cannot identify with the
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organizational culture and values. If companies can
use stories to tell the “truth” about who they are it
decreases the risk of a backlash.

Authentic versus fiction

Our results show that corporate stories, which
reflect a company’s core values, are used in external
employer branding (Andersson, 2004). SCA uses
stories that have been collected among their
employees; stories that are based on real
experiences and reflect SCA’s core values. In the
interview with Angelica Stebrant at SCA she
presents an example of a story about when a current
co-worker at SCA applied for his job there. It was
tough competition for this position and SCA needed
to recruit someone immediately. Right before his
last interview he had to call the manager and cancel
because his wife was having a baby. He got the job
anyway and Angelica Stebrant says; “...he was
amazed by the understanding from SCA’s side since
it was okay to change the time even if it was tight.
We [SCA] love children”. Moreover, Angelica
Stebrant explains that it was his first contact with
SCA and he thought SCA really showed that they
care about people. Respect is one of SCA’s core
values and Angelica Stebrant believes that this story
reflects their aim to respect people both within and
outside their organization.

Furthermore, according to Andersson (2004) stories
linked to companies’ core values, are important to
differentiate themselves on the market and together
with their business idea, vision and strategic goals,
they form a company’s identity. One could argue
that the story Angelica Stebrant, SCA, told is easy
to imitate by a competitor but according to Matts
Heijbel, real stories about real people that are
connected to the organization give potential
employees an opportunity to feel the organization.
The most valuable corporate stories are based on
real experiences (Colton & Ward, 2004; Keye &
Jacobsson, 1999). One could argue that there is a
difference between SCA’s and IKEA’s corporate
stories used in their external employer branding. As
SCA tries to tell stories that clarify their core
values, whereas IKEA communicates stories that
are supposed to reveal the employees and
personalities behind their brand. In our opinion, this
might be the case because IKEA has a well-known
brand and does not have to focus on conveying their
core values. Stories have always been a part of
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IKEA’s company culture (Therese Green, IKEA)
whereas SCA need to communicate their core
values to potential employees that are not aware of
what their organization stands for.

Our study also conveys a risk in not telling
authentic corporate stories when communicating an
employer brand. Even if the opinions among
researchers regarding true stories or not somewhat
differs (Dennisdotter & Axenbrant, 2008; Denning,
2005; Fog et al., 2005), all our interviews show that
true corporate stories in employer branding are
vital. Both SCA and IKEA only use truthful stories
in their work with employer branding. Matts Heijbel
states that companies have to be very careful when
they chose which corporate stories to communicate
since there is a risk of backlashing if the stories are
not true. Especially when it comes to employer
branding since the employers will not spread stories
about a company culture that they do not recognize.
Matts Heijbel also stresses that if the stories are
embellished or wishful thinking, a consequence will
be negative word-of-mouth. Fog et al. (2005) argue
that genuine stories add credibility to a company’s
message and are often stronger than fictive stories
or myths. Most company stories about values and
culture spring from the employees. However,
according to Matts Heijbel, corporate stories with
the purpose of strengthen an external employer
brand can be about almost anything as long as they
are genuine. Examples are CSR-stories, stories
about satisfied customers, or that it is okay to get
pregnant.

Kalle Malmstedt also believe that all
communications have to be true and our findings
show that if companies can find their true corporate
stories, they can communicate “who they are” and
inhabit the brand with emotions and images from
the reality (Kaufman, 2003; Heijbel, 2011; Fog et
al., 2005). Kalle Malmstedt further states that the
reason for why authenticity is vital is that in today’s
society, companies cannot say one thing to the
employee, a second thing to the shareholders and a
third thing to the customers. He points out;
“...people are critical and even if the outline of a
fictive story is nice, one status update on Facebook
or a tweet that spread fast could tear it all apart.
That damage is really difficult to repair and we do
not like companies that lie anymore...*
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Therese Green believes their “Co-worker blog” is
an honest and authentic communication tool and not
made up like other advertising. She states;
“Storytelling is simple, cheap, and honest™. Therese
Green also hopes the target group sees it as a way to
read about true stories directly from the employees.
Fog et al. (2005) argue that it could be difficult to
spot employee stories but if they can be found, it
could be a small *“everyday-anecdote” that
expresses the company culture. For IKEA, their
“co-worker blog” could be an effective way to
communicate these small authentic anecdotes and
since IKEA is a very strong and well-known brand
it might be easier for them to let go of the control of
what is being told in their stories. Therese Green
states, as mentioned earlier, that the stories from
different employees communicated through the blog
are about both stressful situations to fun
happenings. Our results show that storytelling is not
a mean with fixed components. Even if authenticity
is vital, corporate stories can be everything from a
small employee anecdote to a strategically produced
story that has been approved by the branding
department and distributed by the organizational
management. However, even if the form and
content differs, it is always of great importance to
use suitable communication channels when using
storytelling en external employer branding (Fog et
al., 2005).

TELLING

A vital part in answering how companies use
storytelling in external employer branding is to
provide knowledge about how to communicate the
stories. This part of our analysis aims to clarify
what communication channels are suitable when
telling stories.

Communication channels

Today, with the development of social media, we
have full transparency in how companies do
business and how they act while doing it (Wilms,
2011). According to all our interviewees, social
media is one of the most useful tools when
companies want to communicate their stories. It is
also another reason for why storytelling in employer
branding require total transparency and true stories.
Matts Heijbel points out that social media as a
communication tool could be compared with a
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campfire and is an excellent way for companies to
join the conversation and tell their own stories.

Therese Green, IKEA, and Angelica Stebrant, SCA,
both explain that they use their webpage to a large
extent in their work with external employer
branding and social networks as for example
Facebook. Both webpages includes in-depth
interviews with employees, which communicate
different stories. Therese Green, IKEA, further
states that their “Co-worker blog”, is an effective
communication tool for storytelling and external
employer branding. Both internally and externally
since it aims to inspire both current and potential
employees. IKEA’s employees can read their co-
workers’ every-day stories and potential candidates
can feel the organization (Heijbel, 2011). By using
their own webpage for employee stories IKEA and
SCA decreases the risk of people doubting whom
the sender is, which Denning (2005) points out as a
weakness with using digital media. Also, since their
websites have high traffic, they are able to reach a
large audience (Parment & Dyhre, 2009).

Further, IKEA hopes the “Co-worker blog” can
develop a dialogue with people who are interested
in working at IKEA since more and more people
search for information via social media (Johansson,
2010; De Pelsmacker et al. 2010). According to
Dou and Krishnamurthy (2007), it is important to
aim for interaction if a company uses social media
as a communication tool to reach its target group.
By using social media, SCA and IKEA can create
interaction since current and future employees can
post comments, ask questions and so forth. Even if
it might be time- and resource consuming (De
Pelsmacker et al., 2010), IKEA and SCA are both
large companies with a present social media
strategy, and have the needed resources.

Moreover, Kalle Malmstedt confirms that
companies should encourage their employees in
telling their stories about the company in social
media. It is important to show that an organization
consists of human beings. He states; ’To tell the
company’s stories through social media all the time.
That is also storytelling. It is a deliberate project
and it has to have certain frameworks”. Kalle
Malmstedt also points out that companies have
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more to win but are afraid to lose control over what
their employees says. Storytelling is not just
employees who communicate their career path; it is
the every-day conversation. Matts Heijbel believes
employers should give their personnel the freedom
of using social media and trust them with that.
However, he explains that this is only effective if
the employer has managed to see the employees,
and if the employees enjoy their work.

Even if digital communication channels are
important to use when trying to reach potential
employees (Rosethorn, 2009), Kalle Malmstedt
believes traditional media as for example
newspapers or TV-commercials are difficult but
useful in to communicate an employer brand
through storytelling. He argues that if the ads
include an employee who shares his or her story, it
is a trustworthy communication channel. Therese
Green, IKEA, points out that they participate in
career fairs to reach their target group with
employer branding but according to her, it is not the
best channel for storytelling due to limited time
with the students. However, since employees is an
important communication tool (Minchington, 2006),
our opinion is that every interaction between current
and potential employees could be an opportunity to
tell corporate stories that affect the employer brand
image positively. Angelica at SCA explains the
benefits of storytelling in this quote; “...these
stories can be used in different contexts. You can
use storytelling in all kinds of channels. You can use
them on the intranet, externally or in workshops to
exemplify what you mean; you can use it on the
webpage...””. This statement somewhat concludes
this part since storytelling in employer branding can
be used in different communication channels but it
all depends on what the goal is, and of course where
a company’s target group is.

STORYTELLING IN EXTERNAL

EMPLOYER BRANDING

In conclusion, with the addition of our findings we
have modified the model presented in our
theoretical discussion (see Figure 1.). This model
(Figure 2.) is based on both the theoretical
framework and the analysis; it is a summary of how
and why companies use storytelling to communicate
their employer brand externally.
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Figure 2. Modified model for Storytelling in External Employer Branding (Nilsson & Nordgren, 2012)

Story
Storyteller AUTHENTIC
MANAGEMENT
SYMBOLIC VALUES
EMPLOYEES

CULTURE

When looking into the organizational identity in our
case companies from a storytelling perspective, we
discovered that the organizational identity could be
seen as a storyteller. Confirming the view of how
organizational identity consists of management
vision and leadership together with organization
members’ (Hatch & Schultz, 1997), our case
companies describe the main Storytellers in the
company. On one part, it is the management or the
employer-branding department that selects what its
communicated and where. On the other hand,
storytelling in external employer branding is also
when the employees speak freely about their
experiences. Thus, the starting point in using
storytelling to create an attractive employer brand
image is to look at the storytellers, management and
employees, and see that their values are in line with
the stories, and that storytelling is rooted in the
organization.

The Story goes hand in hand with the Storytellers
and can be defined as the message that is to be
communicated. We found that the message is a
direct result of the experiences organizational
members have and come from the inside of the
organization. Thus it is a result of, and often
portrays, organizational culture. At the same time,
management often influences the communicated
stories. We discovered that an important aspect of a
story is that it needs to be authentic and reflect how
the employees view the company. Further, common
characteristics include an emphasis on symbolic
attributes as well as describing the corporate
culture. This can be told in a variety of types of
stories. However, the focus for our case companies
is to spread employee experiences rather than
stories about the company.

While we in the theoretical model (see Figure 1.)
talk about the communication channels we here
refer to them as the Telling: how and where the

Telling
EMPLOYEE INTERACTION

SOCIAL MEDIA

AUDIENCE

WEBPAGE

stories are told. We found that the most common
channels for stories to be communicated are
employee interaction with potential applicants,
social media, and the company webpage. Those are
used and seen as the most suitable communication
channels to reach the external employer brand target
group. It opens up for interaction and dialogue can
increase the engagement among current and future
employees. A company webpage also adds security
and control over stories spread since the company
can affect which stories to portray.

CONCLUSION

We created a model (Figure 1.) based on previous
research within the field of storytelling and
employer branding as a tool to investigate why and
how the case companies work with storytelling in
creating an attractive external employer brand. The
interviews with two case companies and two
experts within storytelling and employer branding,
show that storytelling is used because it is seen as
an efficient tool when communicating an employer
brand externally.

By analyzing the empirical data with the theoretical
model in mind we developed a new model (Figure
2.) of how companies work with storytelling as a
mean in communication their employer brand. This
model includes the storyteller, the stories, and the
telling, as they are vital parts in this context. In
order to strengthen the external employer brand,
stories are used as a communication tool to make
facts about the company more vivid and portray the
organizational culture. The messages conveyed in
stories come from the inside of the organization and
are often based on experiences of the employees.
Still, management in often influence what stories
are being harvested and communicated.

Furthermore, it is seen as a way to attract the right
employees rather than many employees as the
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potential applicant early in the recruitment process
can identify if the company’s culture and values fit
with their own personality. This affect what is
portrayed and limit to what extent organizations
give a holistic view of the company. Consequently,
both management and employees plays a vital part
in  storytelling.  Moreover, authenticity is
fundamental in stories since the opposite increase
the risk of a backlash, rumors and bad publicity.
Stories are mainly communicated through employee
interaction with potential applicants, social media
and the company webpage. Employee interaction
and social media is seen as suitable as it opens up
for interaction and dialogue, which increase
engagement. Communication through the company
webpage adds security and control over stories
spread since the company can affect which stories
to portray. In conclusion, this multiple case study
contributes to increased knowledge about why and
how companies use storytelling in external
employer branding. The findings can be illustrated
by the following quote:

“Don’t tell me that you’re funny, make me laugh”.
(Kalle Malmstedt, Cordovan)

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Everyone in an organization can be, and should be,
a storyteller. Even if the opinions of what a good
story is differ, it can be everything from a small
anecdote from an employee to a corporate story that
has been harvested strategically and communicated
by the branding department. The story rather
depends on the goal. If to clarify the employer value
proposition, involving the management and
gathering stories strategically could be more
successful since it increases the chance of
communicating a cohesive employer brand.
However, even if the content and form vary,
authenticity is fundamental since fictive and untrue
stories might increase the risk of a backlash. If the
employees cannot identify with the employer value
proposition in the stories, they will not become
ambassadors and spread them. The messages
conveyed in the story should always come from the
organizational identity and are often based on real
experiences. If the stories reflect an organization’s
values and culture in a god way, external
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stakeholders get the chance to feel the company
through the stories instead of static facts and
numbers. It is a way to verify that an organization
lives its culture and values. If the management can
let go of the control and let the employees use for
example a “company blog”, Facebook, or Twitter,
stories that will strengthen the external employer
brand can be told frequently. Moreover, to spread
real stories that exemplify an organizational culture
or values could be a differentiation factor when all
companies are expressing the same things.
Storytelling in external employer branding is a way
to really show the audience that the words are being
lived.

FUTURE RESEARCH

Focus in this study has been on how and why
storytelling is used in external employer branding.
Still, we have put little effort in evaluating the
effectiveness of storytelling in creating an attractive
external employer brand. Therefore, it could be
interesting to look into how the audience responds
to storytelling in this context, e.g. if job searchers
are more attracted to companies that use stories to
communicate their employer value proposition.
Another interesting approach could be to study how
new recruits in an organization, which works with
storytelling in employer branding, are influenced by
the stories. If storytelling is a natural mean in the
work with employer branding a question is how the
new employees adapt to that.
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