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Abstract

This paper investigates the relatively new, and increasingly popular, phenomenon of employer
branding. The purpose is to examine how small and medium enterprises work on a managerial
level to attract new potential employees. The method of research is a qualitative, single case
study, performed at a medium-size company within the IT-consulting industry. The data was
collected by conducting observations and 19 interviews. As for the analytical tool, we applied
the lens of institutional work. Our findings indicate that several activities are performed in order
to compete and attract new potential employees in a highly competitive market. We illustrate
this by defining the activities, and how these can be categories within different sets of practices.
This is done to highlight how they relate to each other and work together, with the result of
maintaining and strengthening the institutionalised practice of employer branding. Altogether,
our findings contribute to both the literature on institutional work as well as to employer
branding literature, as the study reveals that legitimacy and employer branding is closely
connected. Moreover, this paper can have practical implications for practitioners as it suggests
practices that could be applicable in order to attract new employees.
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Introduction

A competitive market

The competition between organisations concerning the workforce, are increasing in today's
society (Maheshwari et al., 2017; Backhaus, 2016; Drury, 2016; Wilden et al., 2010; Nippi et
al., 2014). The baby boomer generation is retiring, and the remaining jobs are to be filled with
the workforce left behind, a workforce that is smaller in size (Drury, 2016). Backhaus (2016)
further explains this by arguing that the supply of high-quality workers is decreasing in many
countries. A direct consequence is that companies have to become increasingly competitive in
order to attract the most qualified employees to their company and also to retain them within
the company (Backhaus, 2016). At the same time, as more qualified jobs are increasing, other
types of jobs that require less qualification are decreasing as a result of digitalisation and
technical developments, and, as such involve more routine tasks. Nevertheless, new technology
can result in an increase of other jobs that do not exist today (Bender & Carlén, 2016). With



this said, it can be argued that it is difficult to know how the job-situation will look in the future
as it is a complex phenomenon that can differ between industries. All in all, the ability to attract
new employees will become increasingly important for companies (Leekha & Sharma, 2014;
Backhaus, 2016).

Employer branding
In recent years, the practices of marketing, attracting and retaining the right people have been
put together and coined under the label of “employer branding”, a rather new phenomenon
which has become increasingly popular during the last decade. From getting 3 000 hits when
googling the term “employer branding” in 2004 (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004; Backhaus, 2016),
to 5 930 000 hits when making the same search in December 2017. Employer branding is
defined as “the package of functional, economic, and psychological benefits provided by
employment, and identified with the employing company’’ (Amber & Barrow, 1996 p187) and
includes both internal and external employer branding. Internal employer branding concerns
how organisations work in order to keep their employees within the organisation. External
employer branding is about making the organisation and brand attractive to potential new
employees in order to be able to recruit them to the organisation. The attributes that affect how
attractive an organization is perceived differ depending on the generation and what stage of life
a person is (Reis & Braga, 2016). One common belief, however, is that in order to attract
potential new employees to the company, it has to gain legitimacy from the potential
employees.

Previous research on the subject of employer branding has focused on the internal aspect
and how employer branding is connected to the retention of employees. Néppé et al. (2014)
show that strong employer branding can be helpful in regard to retaining current talents within
a multinational company (MNC). This is in line with a study by Tanwar & Prasad (2016), which
show that there is a positive relationship between employer branding and employee retention
in an MNC. As for previous research on external employer branding, this has to a large extent
focused on the employees’ perspective and includes how employees respond to employer
branding. Research shows that organisations succeeding to attract the right employees deals
with both functional and symbolic attributes (Drury, 2016) or, as Backhaus (2016) refer to
them, instrumental and symbolic elements. The instrumental elements include, for example,
objective information that can give an idea of what it would be like to work for the organisation,
such as salary, working hours or location of the workplace; while symbolic elements can
include, for instance, the social approval connected to the employees working at an organisation
and the organisation’s reputation (Backhaus, 2016). A study conducted by Drury (2016)
showed that the symbolic attributes appear to have a larger direct effect than functional
attributes  regarding how  attractive an organisation is perceived to be.

To obtain information about potential employers, the main source of information is the
internet, as the opinion of current and previous employees are a factor that place an increasingly
important role in how attractive job-seekers perceive organisations to be, a phenomenon
referred to as “crowdsourcing”. Research by Dabirian et al. (2017) argued that because of this
increase, employer branding is changing. They conclude that the organisations that are
perceived as most attractive by job-seekers have a good rating and deal with seven attributes:
social wvalue, interest value, application value, development value, economic value,



management value and work/life balance. Social value pertains to the enjoyable feeling an
employee experience as a direct result from working at a given organisation, including having
fun with coworkers and the extent of the people-focused organisational culture. Interest value
is connected to how interesting the work is in regard to for instance the degree of innovative
thinking that is used. Application value is connected to the fact that employees tend to want to
use the skills and knowledge that they have gained. Development value is related to, for
instance, the degree that the employer offers career advancement. The fifth value proposition,
economic value, is the compensation provided by the employer in regard to salary or healthcare
to name a few. Management value is as suggested, connected to the superiors of the
organisation. Dabirian et al. (2017) claim that it is the boss and the employees’ perception of
him or her that determine if the employee will stay or leave the organisation rather than because
of the company itself. The last value proposition, work/life balance, is related to the fact that
employees would like to manage their work as well as their personal life in the sense of
identifying themselves as a parent or friend in a balanced way. However, some attributes are
more important in the eyes of the employees. Ratings made by employees at MNCs within the
consulting industry claimed social value (35%) to be the most important, followed by interest
(23%), economic (16%) and application (14%) in regard to what attributes attract employees
most (Dabirian et al., 2017). However, the study stresses that the ranking of the value
proposition can vary depending on the industry and appears to differ between organisations.

Continuing, on this theme, Van Hoye and Lievens (2007) discuss organisational
attractiveness and how word of mouth (WOM) can have a strong impact on how attractive a
potential job-seeker finds an organisation. In many cases people talk to and consult others about
organizations and jobs, including family, friends, acquaintances or employees of the
organisation. The study shows that a positive WOM generates a greater feeling of attractiveness
towards an organisation, and the effect is greater if the WOM comes from someone that the
potential job-seeker has a close relationship to (Van Hoye & Lievens, 2007; Van Hoye et al.,
2016). When this is the case, the receiver of the WOM feel a strong attraction and considers the
organisation to be more credible (Van Hoye et al., 2016). Information provided by the
organisation itself is not considered to be WOM, however, and it is therefore regarded as a
factor that the organisation can only influence indirectly. Possible ways to influence people can,
for instance, be through an internship or being present at campus recruitments (Van Hoye &
Lievens, 2007). Van Hoye et al. (2016) found that people who know that a monetary incentive
is given to the person who provides them with WOM or information feel less attracted to the
organisation. A further way to influence people around the organisation is through social media
and Backhaus (2016) argues this to be the main platform in regard to external employer
branding.

Although many studies have explored the attractiveness of employer branding, more
research is required to learn more about the practices of employer branding (Reis & Braga,
2016; Backhaus, 2016). Furthermore, research shows that organisations, banks in this case, are
competing to attract talented employees and those banks that attract the best talents have a
“distinct edge in the marketplace” (Maheshwari et al., 2017 p742). However, they explain that
these studies are somewhat limited as they only focus on specific sectors and
industries. Consequently, and in line with this, we argue that it is relevant to study how
companies work in practice with employer branding on a managerial level to create legitimacy.



We argue that this is a focus that requires more research as we see a gap in previous studies,
that has mainly focused on MNC or certain industries and combined these with other factors,
shown in the examples above. Therefore, this paper will study how companies work in practice
with employer branding on a managerial level.

Research gap and aim
In line with the previous research, mentioned above, it can be argued that studies of employer
branding from a managerial perspective, with particular focus on practices, is somewhat limited
and indicates that there is a research gap to fill. Therefore, this paper aims to investigate how
companies work on a managerial level to strengthen their employer branding in order to attract
potential new employees. This will be done through a case study in which the study object is
located in Gothenburg and falls within the category of Small and Medium Enterprise (SME).
The organisation has received several awards (Elicit(a) 2018; Elicit(b) 2018), the most recent
being when the company became the number 11 best place to work in the SME-category carried
out by “Great place to work, Sveriges bésta arbetsplatser 2018 (Greatplacetowork, 2018). As
it is an SME and present within the IT-consultant industry, it is a suitable company to represent
the focus of this paper’s study. The demand for new employees is high at the same time as the
human resource pool is scarce. Our study will thereby contribute to the current theory on the
subject of employer branding in the sense of what activities are taken within an SME in practice
to attract new employees and create legitimacy. In other words, this paper’s research question
is: How do SMEs work in practice to attract new potential employees in a highly competitive
market?

This study is informed by an institutional theory perspective. It is an appropriate theory
to useas it considers the role of legitimacy and on the institutional environment in
understanding organizational practices.

Theoretical framework

This study is informed by an institutional theory perspective as it focuses on the role of
legitimacy and the institutional environment in understanding organizational practices. The
extended concept of institutional theory used here is institutional work as this can be argued to
be appropriate when discussing the actions made by the case company, in regard to how they
attract new potential recruits. Furthermore, the theory chapter will include an isomorphism
section and ends with a legitimacy section, both highly relevant within institutional theory.

Institutional work

One extended concept of institutional theory is what is referred to as “institutional work™ and
which is defined as a deliberate action made by individuals and/or institutions with the aim of
creating, maintaining and disrupting institutions (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence et al.,
2009; Voronov & Vince, 2012; Zilber, 2013; Lawrence et al., 2013). Two great names within
institutional work are Thomas B. Lawrence and Roy Suddaby, validated by the fact two of their
articles (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Lawrence et al., 2009) have been cited over 1500 times
on Google Scholar (Hampel et al., 2017). In regard to what can be considered to be an
institution, this can be difficult to establish as it lacks definition and can be considered to be a



complex phenomenon. Several definitions of the concept have been proposed (Lawrence et al.,
2011) and Fligstein (2001, p108) suggest the following definition “rules and shared meanings
[...] that define social relationships, help define who occupies what position in those
relationships and guide interaction by giving actors cognitive frames or sets of meanings to
interpret the behaviour of others”.

Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) have compiled material from studies made on the subject
of institutional work and present a list of sets of practices that can be made in order to create
institutions, for instance; defining, constructing identities, constructing normative networks and
mimicry. These sets of practices were later echoed by Lawrence et al. (2009). Defining is about
defining boundaries of membership and determining parameters for future institutional
practices and structures. This action thereby focuses on politics and rules that affect the work
of how an institution is created. From the examined empirical material, Lawrence and Suddaby
(2006) conclude that many rules were set in order to enable institutional work, rather than
constrain it. One example by which they illustrate this, is an analysis of institutional change in
banks made by Fox-Wolfgramm et al (1998). Based on 12 criteria, a sample of banks were
ranked within four different groups, which later determined what access to resources the
company would get (Ibid). As for constructing identities, this is achieved through collective
actions and is focused on the development of professionals in the sense of both transforming
existing ones and the appearance of new professions. This form of creating work can be affected
both from within the group and from actors outside of it. According to Lawrence and Suddaby
(2006), this type of action is exemplified by Oakes et al. (1998) in which an organisational
change is studied in the context of a museum. They describe how the change implemented
resulted in the employees at the museum being encouraged to regard themselves as “working
in business rather than working in museums that are run in a businesslike manner” Oakes et
al., 1998 p.279). The third action described by Lawrence and Suddaby (2006), constructing
normative networks, concerns how institutions are built through the connections between
different actors. These actors involved in the network do not necessarily have the same agenda,
but they share the same idea and, by being part of the same institution, they are able to get their
desired outcome. An example of this is provided by Lawrence et al. (2002), who show how
several actors, the Australian embassy and the University in Oslo to name a two, together
formed an institution as they collectively strived to decrease malnutrition for children in
Palestine. In regard to the action of mimicry, institutions can be created by copying taken-for-
granted practices and rules from existing institutions. This is done in order to ease the creation
of the new institution. Hargadon and Douglas (2001) exemplifies this by describing the work
with institutionalising electric light. When an innovator was designing a new light system, he
tried to make it similar to the existing system containing of gas lamps, in terms of showing
technologies and its uses in ways that people already were familiar with. Further, and with the
same arguments, he also shaped the bulbs to be similar to the flames in gas lamps (Ibid).

As for maintaining institutions, Dacin et al. (2010) argue that the research on the subject is
somewhat limited. However, Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) included this aspect in their study
and describe that the following actions can be made to accomplish this: enabling work,
valorizing and demonizing as well as embedding and routinizing. These sets of practices have
also been described by Lawrence et al. (2009). As for enabling work, this action includes
creating rules with the aim of facilitating and supporting institutions. An example of such an



action, is the creation of new roles on the ground that it is needed to execute institutional
routines which, in turn, may be essential in order to maintain the institution. In Guler et al’s
(2002) study, this is exemplified by that certain qualified organisations have the authority to
audit and award a specific certificate, thereby making it possible for the awarded organisations
to work with this certificate. In regard to valorizing, these are actions made to supply positive
examples of what the foundation of an institution should be like. By giving examples and
encouraging specific actions and behaviour one can keep the institution in the desired manner.
Angus exemplify this type of action in the context of a college in which institutions were in
competition in ways linked to masculinity. Success in competition was positively
acknowledged and provided an indicator of what was expected of the pupils. However, pupils
that did not succeed or were not regarded as masculine, were demonized in the sense that they
were referred to as girls. Continuing, another action that can be made to maintain an institution
is that of embedding and routinizing. Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) explain that it is the
common practices and daily routines that maintain and reproduce the institution. These actions
could be education, training, hiring or celebrations as it is through these that the institutions
normative foundation becomes part of the actor’s day to day work. This can again be
exemplified by Angus (1993), as by acknowledging and celebrating successful competition and
encouraging this, it is an indicator of what is expected of the pupils and what they should strive
to live up to (Ibid). Zilber (2002) further exemplifies this set of practices by describing how the
norms at a rape-crisis centre was maintained. As they wanted to keep the feminist norms of the
centre, they were careful with whom they hired as it was important that they had the same view
and understanding. For this reason, they routinely recruited people from a network of feminist
supporters. As for the action made with the motive of disruption institutions, it can be hard to
please everyone and thereby resulting in the risk of one or several people working against the
institution as they do not believe that they are served by the existing arrangement (Lawrence &
Suddaby, 2006).

Currie et al. (2012) however argue, as a result of their study made on the basis of Lawrence
and Suddaby’s (2006) research, that the work of maintaining an institution is not only composed
by activities in the category of maintaining, claimed by Lawrence and Suddaby (2006). Instead,
Currie et al (2012) describe that different types of institutional work interact with each other
and work across the categories with the result of still delivering the desired outcome. They
observe that the work of “defining” and “constructing normative networks”, which is
categorised as working with creating an institution, could also be found and used in the work
with maintaining an institution. Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) confess that the consequences
of the taken action might not always be as intended. Due to interactions with the existing
environment it is possible that the outcome might be unexpected and not as desired. According
to Zilber (2013), it can be hard to investigate if the taken action will lead to the intended
consequence in terms of how it will affect the institution since it often requires a longitudinal
approach for the study method. However, institutional work is not as much about consequences
as it is about the actions. The work to build, sustain and tear down institutions happens on a
daily basis. The interesting thing should be what they are doing and not whether they succeed
(Dobbin, 2010; Lawrence et al., 2009). Zietsma and McKnight (2009) contributes with the idea
that institutional work can be a process in which multiple actors work together, as coworkers
or competitors, with the result of creating, maintaining or disrupting institutions, with the



outcome not necessarily being the same as that intended. All this can be reflected in Lawrence
and Suddaby’s (2006) approach about what institutions are, “institutions are the product
(intentional or otherwise) of purposive actions” (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006 p216).

Isomorphism

Many organisations make organisational changes with the result that they become more alike.
DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue that there are three different types of institutional
isomorphism that can occur within organisations where all are made to, in some aspect, gain
legitimacy. The first, coercive isomorphism is how companies make changes as a result of that
they feel forced to do so in order to follow the norm or culture within that industry. The change
made could also be due to political order or to follow rules and regulations. The second type is
called mimetic isomorphism and refer to when organisations imitate each other as a response to
the fact that they feel insecurity and uncertainty. This is common when a company deals with
ambiguity or uncertain goals that they do not know how reach. The solution could be found in
another organisation which they imitate. The last type, normative isomorphism, is associated
with professionalism and the willingness to follow and do what is seen as best practice within
the industry. One way of doing this is by hiring top-performing employees from successful
companies and implement their way of working in the organisation. DiMaggio and Powell
(1983) argues that the fact that companies have many similarities can make it easier for them
to work across organisations. It can also make it easier “to attract career-minded staff”
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983 p153) as well as lead to gained legitimacy for the organisation
within the field.

Legitimacy

Meyer and Rowan (1977) discuss the fact that many of the programs, positions, and policies
implemented by today’s organisations are consequences of social pressure and enforced by the
social opinion. This is similar to the arguments made by DiMaggio and Powell (1983) regarding
isomorphism and how this can be a result of social pressure. The organisational structure is
constructed by the people and shaped by the actors within the industry. They act as they do for
several reasons but most often with the aim of gaining legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).
Concerning legitimacy, it is a term that is used by many but defined by few (Deephouse &
Suchman, 2008). Suchman (1995), one of the few to offer a definition, argue legitimacy to be
“a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or
appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions”
(Suchman, 1995 p574), a definition that is echoed by Garud et al. (2007), thereby making it
socially constructed and dependent on the collective audience.

Suchman (1995) describes three challenges that are associated with legitimacy: gaining,
maintaining and repairing it, and for which gaining and repairing legitimacy requires more
effort than simply maintaining legitimacy. This since legitimacy often tends to be taken for
granted and the actions in order to maintain legitimacy quickly become routinised. As for
gaining legitimacy, Suchman (1995) argues that this can be acquired by focusing on three main
targets. The first is to focus on the public and actors that already are involved in the company,
or who are in the company’s surroundings. The second is to target the people who are in other
environments at the moment, but who could share the company’s values and thereby potentially



become involved. The last one contains efforts in which a new audience could manipulate the
existing structure in the company, and thereby create new legitimacy beliefs. All these
activities, if customized, could also be part in the work of trying to repair legitimacy.
Furthermore, Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) also suggest three tactics to obtain legitimacy. The
first option is for the organization to change in order to make it correspond to the existing
definitions of legitimacy. The second is for the organisation to, through communication, try to
change the existing definition of legitimacy into a definition that better corresponds to the
organisations current practices, output and values. Thirdly, the organization can try to become
associated or identified with symbols, values and institutions that are presently united with
strong social legitimacy. This can be argued to be connected to what Suchman (1995) refers to
as legitimacy management, which he proposes to rest upon on communication between the
organisation and its audience.

As for maintaining legitimacy, Suchman (1995) describe that this requires that
organisations focus on two things. The organisation needs to try to anticipate the future and the
possible changes that could occur in order to be prepared and aware of the surroundings and
thereby avoid making mistakes that might hurt the company’s legitimacy. Besides this, the
company also needs to protect its past accomplishments by optimizing its actions in order to
maintain the trust and renommé it has.

Methodology

Research design

In order to answer our research question, a qualitative method approach has been used. The
company that has been used as the study object in this paper is called Elicit and is an IT-
consultant firm that provides services within IT to other companies through their consultants.
It represents companies in a highly competitive market as they are functioning in an industry
with a high demand, but, at the same time, with a low supply of human resources. It is a scarce
resource as the IT-market is continuing to grow and, for this reason, the case company is
constantly looking for new employees to enlarge their team. This process, which the company
finds challenging, makes them a suitable case company and a good representative for the
paper’s focus of this study. For a study such as this, where the aim is to investigate a specific
topic further, it is beneficial to use a case study (Flyvberg, 2006) as it provides a deeper
knowledge and understanding which is needed for this study. Case studies are furthermore
argued to be important as they provide a significant contribution contribute to current research
in the field and therefore help science evolve (Ibid). Despite that our study may not be able to
lead to any generalizations per se, it will bring together knowledge within the field and
contribute to future research on the subject of employer branding.

Data collection

Given our aim, to understand how, at a managerial level, an SME works in practice with
attracting potential employees and gain legitimacy, we sought to find the relevant answers and
information by conducting interviews as, arguably this is the best method for this (Silverman,
2013). We conducted 19 interviews in which the interviewees have been the company’s CEO
and employees working within the sector of marketing, human resource, economy, business



area managers (BA-managers) as well as consultants with no or less managerial responsibilities.
having this range of employees with diverse roles in our study group helps to provide a broad
understanding as it included all areas of the company (Backhaus, 2016). The majority of the
interviewees are employees who have worked with tasks related to employer branding and the
work around it. We have also interviewed a few recently recruited employees who work with
other tasks, with the reason to find out the implications of the company’s employer branding
practices and get an additional perspective of the

In addition to the interviews, further data collection was made by observations. A
template was created to enhance the data collection, and this made it possible to easily take
notes and write down what happened during each session in an organised and structured

2 ¢

manner. The template contained three categories; “situation”, “observation” and “reflection”

company’s  activities.

and allowed the observers to simply fill in the template and the data below the relevant heading.
One observation took place at Halmstad University, where the company participated in a career
fair. Another observation took place during a weekly meeting at the company’s office in which
the topic of recruitment and staffing was discussed. We have also made some additional
observations at the office during coffee breaks and by watching the employees perform their
ordinary work tasks. The total amount of collected observation time was 9 hours and have been
conducted simultaneously by the two authors together. It has been beneficial that both authors
were present at all times as we could elaborate and discuss our observations, resulting in a more
thorough and detailed analysis. In addition to the interviews and observations, some secondary
data, in terms of the company’s social media and the web page, was assessed. This was
performed to increase the authors understanding of what Elicit posts and what they try to
mediate as well as to see the periodicity of the posts.

All collected data and respondents are compiled in table 1, 2 and 3. All respondents are
anonymous throughout the report, yet this table shows their professions and how long each
respondent has worked in the company. This to get a better understanding of the findings of the
report.

Table 1: Collected interviews

Interviews
Respondent|Business task|Years at Elicit|Date Form of interview
1{(BA)Manager |>5 2018-02-22|Face-to-face
2|(BA)Manager |>5 2018-03-09|Face-to-face
3|(BA)Manager |>5 2018-04-09|Face-to-face
4|(BA)Manager |<5 2018-02-22|Face-to-face
5|Manager >5 2018-04-09|Face-to-face
6(Manager >5 2018-02-22|Face-to-face
7|Manager >5 2018-03-05|Face-to-face
8|Manager <5 2018-03-09|Face-to-face
9|Manager <5 2018-02-22|Face-to-face
10|Consultant  [>5 2018-03-02|Face-to-face
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11|Consultant  |>5 2018-03-13|Face-to-face
12|Consultant  |<5 2018-03-02|Face-to-face
13|Consultant  |<5 2018-03-02|Face-to-face
14|Consultant  |<5 2018-03-09|Face-to-face
15|Consultant  |<5 2018-03-05|Face-to-face
16|Consultant  |<5 2018-03-07|Telephone
17|Consultant  |<5 2018-03-09| Telephone
18|Consultant  |<5 2018-03-09|Face-to-face
19(Consultant  |<5 2018-03-27|Face-to-face

Table 2: Observations

Observations

Event Length |Date Place

Career Fair 4h 2018-02-26|Halmstad University

Recruitment meeting 1h 2018-04-09|Elicit's office

Lunch, breaks & daily work |4h Repeatedly |Elicit's office

Table 3: Used documents

Documents

Document type Available at

Elicit's Web Page |https://www.elicit.se/
Elicit's Blog
Elicit's LinkedIn

Elicit's Instagram

https://www.elicit.se/blogg/

https://www.linkedin.com/company/elicit-ab/

https://www.instagram.com/elicit ab/

All the interviews had semi-structured character and four interview guides were created in order
to fit the different professions within the company; BA-managers, managers, consultants as
well as created a separate guide for the new role that was created by Elicit and which will be
referred to as Employer branding manager (EB-manager) throughout the paper (Bryman & Bell,
2013). Semi-structured interviews were a suitable way to conduct the interviews since it gave
the respondents possibility to talk freely. It was essential not to influence them to answer in a
certain way. The semi-structured interviews allowed the interviewees to interpret the question
and then answer in the way he/she thought suitable. It also gave the authors a chance to ask
additional and follow-up questions and allowed the interviewee to develop specific reasoning
that we found interesting. In regard to the introduction of ourselves and our study, we avoided
to provide specific information about the research question and the purpose of the study as we
wanted the interviewee to be open-minded and avoid bias (Silverman, 2015). The interview
guides began with some broader questions in which the interviewee told us about him/herself
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and then continued with more specific questions related to our study. The later questions were
part of several relevant areas and included: the company’s daily activities in order to attract
new potential employees, how to gain legitimacy, how they want to be perceived, how they
believe they are perceived and also questions about why the work with employer branding is
important for them. With permission from the interviewees, we recorded all interviews, since
it was crucial for us in order to later on manage the transcription process later on. (Ibid) In line
with the suggestion of Silverman (2015), most interviews were conducted through face-to-face
meetings, with the exception of two which were made over the phone as a result of long
distance. In our experience it was good to conduct most of the interviews face-to-face as we
believe this gave us a better connection with the respondent and more developed answers than
we would have received during other circumstances.

Some of the employees that were interviewed were relatively new in the company and
remembered their recruitment process vividly and especially why they have chosen to apply to
this specific company. Their answers contributed to an additional view of the study, one with
how the employees experience and interpret the work the company does in regard to employer
branding. This contributes to a more accurate picture of the practices within the company and
an additional reason to interview both sides of the recruitment process. The study primarily
investigates how, on a managerial level, the company works with employer branding. By
interviewing employees with different roles and differing amounts of insight into the workings
of the company, it gave us a versatile view of how the work proceeds and what the implications
of it are.

An interview can be constructed as a constructed and invented situation in which the
conversation is controlled and shaped by a certain topic. Interviews can be complex in the sense
that the involved parties are not in their natural environment, and we have considered this when
performing the interviews as well as when analysing the material afterwards (Alvesson, 2003;
Kvale, 2006). The interview is not a dialogue and it will easily become a power asymmetry in
the interview situation (Kvale, 2006). With this in mind, we have done our best to adapt to the
interviewees, concerning their preferences regarding time and place. We considered it
important to create a secure and comfortable environment for them and make the situation as
“natural” as possible.

Data analysis
When analysing the collected data, we used grounded theory as a tool, which is an interpretative
perspective that helped us to understand the meaning of all the collected data (Martin & Turner,
1986). All interviews were recorded as well as transcribed after each session with the motive
of getting an overall understanding of the findings and discover if there were any interesting
patterns or things that stand out. According to Silverman (2015), one can change the amount
and intensity in the transcription from time to time, something that we had in mind while
transcribing, even although we transcribed all of the interviews equally.
To stay true to the grounded theory we also coded our transcriptions and created both
concept cards and concept memos (Martin & Turner, 1986). This process helped us to move
our data into concepts and put the scenarios into different categories (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
To categorise our material in this way helped us analyse the interviews and have an overview
of the respondents’ answers. After each observation, we went through the observation sheets
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and turned them into longer reasoning and developed sentences. These were later on
transformed into concepts and put together with the other material into the different categories
in order to fit the concept cards. One example of this process can be seen in table 4. We have
put a lot of effort in working with all the collected material in order to really get the essence of
what the respondents mean and get a deeper understanding behind what they say (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008). Our aim was to not be too strict with the concepts and therefore we chose to
put the same scenario into several categories, and supplemented and filled up the concept cards
with additional scenarios during the process (Martin & Turner, 1986). However, we used many
different categories in order to try to separate the scenarios from each other, since we wanted
the concept cards to be effective and not too general (Ibid). Examples of categories that were
used are; network, communication channels, recruitment process, and legitimacy. As the
following step, we created memos with short texts of analysis and ideas that we found when
going through the data in each concept.

Table 4: Data Coding Process (one example)

Scenarios taken from
Codes interviews Concept Category

"tell everyone to recommend
friends" "arranging big after |The importance of
work-event" "always try to communicating and
Spread, speak well about the spreading the word,
Visible, company" "a contact | have |perhaps in order to
Employees, |today, can be a coworker in |increase visibility and
Reputation the future” awareness. Networking

An additional benefit of using grounded theory is that it does not require a linear process (Martin
& Turner, 1986). This was suitable for us as we could work with the different tasks as they
appeared and best fitted into our process. For example, we were working with transcriptions
and concepts cards from the first interviews, while we were still conducting additional
interviews. Using grounded theory as a tool when analysing and make meaning of our collected
material helped us answer our research question, get a deeper understanding and contribute to
the existing knowledge of employer branding. The secondary data has been analysed and
functioned as a compliment in order for us to form our own opinion about how the company
uses social media and their own web page.

Findings

Setting the Stage

Elicit is an SME with approximately 80 employees and function within the IT-consultant
industry. It was founded in 1999 (Elicit(a) 2018) and is a privately held organisation with its
headquarter located in Gothenburg which is where most part of the employees’ work. The
exception is 8-10 people working in Malmo and Stockholm where the organisation is also
present. During the last couple of years, competition between companies in the IT-industry to
find and attract qualified workforce has increased. This change that has been noticed to great
extent by Elicit. Companies have to more actively search for new employees and an employee
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at Elicit describes that it is common to hear people in the office landscape talking to someone
on the phone that is offering them a job or talk to them about a potential job opportunity
(Respondent 10). Therefore, the competition is affecting Elicit as they have to work actively in
order to keep up. As the environment is changing, Elicit has to change and adapt to the present
situation. Elicit has for many years found pride in the fact that all of their employees have a
decade of experience within the industry. However, during the last couple of years, Elicit has
focused on attracting and recruiting more junior consultants in order to have a sustainable
company growth. Another strategy, implemented in September 2017, was to create a new role,
an EB-manager. Elicit implemented these practices and strategies, as a result of the increased
competition, but also in order to grow. Elicit describe that in order to have happy and satisfied
employees they must be able to offer them new challenges and positions within Elicit. By
growing they open up for new areas of responsibility, they argue that they can get bigger and
more customers, and other positive effects that contribute to stimulate the employees’ need for
development and change of work tasks (Respondent 5). The desired result being long-lasting
employment. It is in this context that this paper is developed, with the starting point of the
creation of the new EB-manager role and a subsequent introduction of a set of practices directed
towards the strengthening of the employer branding activities.

A new role is introduced

“We definitely work actively to be perceived as an attractive company” (Respondent 9). Elicit
claim to be working actively through several actions in order to be perceived as an attractive
company. One such action mentioned by all interviewed respondents is the new role of EB-
manager that was introduced in the autumn of 2017, by the Management team with the
argument that they felt that Elicit did not focus enough on showing themselves to the world and
neither finding the right people for the company. Therefore, the EB-manager role was created
and include the tasks of searching for new potential employees, being part of the recruitment
process as well as handling the social media accounts, and thereby the marketing of Elicit. By
being responsible for all these tasks, the EB-manager is responsible for the employer branding
of Elicit as this includes both the recruitment aspect as well as the marketing aspect. Respondent
2 describe that as it was a new role, there were no clear guidelines or a developed role
description for how the EB-manager was to work with these tasks. Therefore, it was a free role
in the sense that the EB-manager could come up with own ideas and ways of working. Thereby,
“making it up along the way” (Respondent 8).

Respondent 12 describes that there now have been changes compared to before the EB-
manager role was introduced, and now. Respondent 2 and 4 describe that since the role was
created, there has been a larger focus on finding the right people for the organisation, so-called
“Elicitare”. One way of attracting new employees is that Elicit attended a career fair at Halmstad
University, a kind of event which is new to the company. This was an occasion when the authors
of this paper were present and conducted observations. Respondent 12 argue that “since the
new role was implemented, the marketing and recruitment of Elicit has really increased”. This
is further strengthened by Respondent 13 who claim that “since the new role was implemented,
Elicit has been more visible on social media”. The social media platforms in this case are;
Facebook, LinkedIn, the companies blog, the company's web page as well as Stackoverflow, a
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community for people operating in the IT-sector, which is also used to market Elicit to people
within the industry.

Respondents 2 and 11 explain that their work tasks have changed since the EB-manager
started. Respondent 11 describes the task of social media, it was hard to get any continuity and
actual value in the posts before because of other responsibilities, and it often became
overshadowed by other things. Respondent 2 also describes that the daily work has changed as
the work before contained more of searching for candidates and marketing. “The EB-manager
searches for more candidates now, it was something I worked with a little bit before, more
sporadically. But because my day is so scattered it fell between other things. It didn’t get the
focus it needed and now, the EB-manager has main responsibility for that task.” (Respondent
2). Respondent 5 say that since the introduction of the EB-manager role, Elicit has been able to
do all their recruitment within the company, and do not have the need for external recruitment
firms as they did before. This is something that respondents 3 and 7 agree on being a good
strategic decision as they benefit in many ways by having the recruitment process led by one
of their own employees. “To hire external recruitment firms is expensive. It is in every aspect
a win for us to have someone internally who do the job, who is part of Elicit” (Respondent 3).

The Instagram account was implemented as a result of that the new role of EB-manager
was introduced. Respondent 8 say that it was an idea brought by the EB-manager with the
argument that “if you are not seen, you do not exist”. The EB-manager had been responsible for
a previous employers Instagram account and therefore simply took the knowledge and way of
working there and implemented it to Elicit. Respondent 10 argue that the company's Instagram
account is an important channel to show people outside the organisation what the company does
in regard to the feeling of closeness and fellowship between the employees. Having looked at
the Instagram account and the posts made, the authors interpret this as that the company try to
mediate a feeling of closeness, as the Instagram posts concern coffee breaks, game evenings at
the office, after works as well as posts made about when the company have won awards.

“It is important that it is visible to the outside, what we are doing on the inside”
(Respondent 10). Respondent 10 state that he believes that the feeling of closeness and
fellowship is something that Elicit can live on, “our thing is being the cosiest within the
industry”. By showing that Elicit’s coworkers have fun and enjoy each other's company outside
of working hours, it is a way to make the company culture clearer to the people outside the
company. The jolly atmosphere and the will to socialise with coworkers outside working hours
is part of the company culture, something that Respondent 12 describe as being something that
Elicit cherish and can, in terms of showing the audience, be argued to be almost more important
than the work task itself. “We really care about our company culture and we try to show what
we do at the office by using social media. Both what we do while working but also when not
working. It is almost more important to enjoy time with the colleagues and do things outside of
working hours, than the actual work itself” (Respondent 12). According to Respondent 6, the
culture is the company’s strongest attribute as it is what has attracted and made potential
employees, current ones. “When they have met people here at the office and been in our
facilities, then the culture will be the winning thing. It is what we have gained most from”
(Respondent 6).

“After my first interview at Elicit, I was sure that this was where I wanted to work”
(Respondent 12). There are several implications of the practices that Elicit, and its employees
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do in order to attract people to the organisation. One such implication, mentioned by
Respondent 12, is that he immediately got a feeling that he wanted to work at Elicit when he
visited the office for his first interview. “When I came in the front door and saw the view from
the office window and people playing pool, I instantly felt the great atmosphere. I felt I could
be myself and become a part of this family. This is a feeling that I still feel today” (Respondent
12). Respondent 10 describe getting a similar feeling when he visited the office in Gothenburg
the first time. His perception was that the employees knew, but also cared for each other. The
respondent describe that the employees seemed to be involved in the family life of their
coworkers in the sense of asking about the kids or partner by name. The fact that several of the
respondents describe the company similarly to Respondent 10 and 12, strengthens what
Respondent 4 and 5 describe, that Elicit has a high hit-rate in regard to hiring the candidates
who come to the office for a first interview. Respondent 4 believe that Elicit’s beliefs of how
they want to be as an employer are something that shines through to the people outside the
organisation. “We have an incredible high Satisfied Employer Index (SEI) and very low
personnel turnover. Those two together indicate that we actually are being perceived as the
way we are hoping to be”.

Work with employer branding

A practice that is commonly used in order to attract new potential employees to the organisation,
is that Elicit use their current employees to spread the word about the company “we work a
great deal with spreading the word about Elicit” (Respondent 10). Not only do the employees
talk to their clients about Elicit and how it is to work there, they also talk to family, friends and
other people in their network. An outcome of current employees talking about Elicit is,
according to Respondent 11, that “this has and further could attract people within the same
industry and make them apply for a position at Elicit”. Another practice that is similar to
spreading the word is that Elicit hosts After works (AW) and game nights at the office,
something which is up to each and every one of the employees to make time for. “It requires
that you engage yourself and make time for these meetings and events” (Respondent 10). He
continues by describing that the people that Elicit invite to these events have varied over the
years but now it is both internal and external people that are invited. It started out as being only
for the employees, then grew into employees and their friends and family and now it is the
employees, their family and friends, Elicit’s customers as well as colleagues at other companies
and potential new employees. That employees invite people in their networks is positive as
Respondent 14 describe that “most people in my network are people who are in the same
industry as me”.

When an employee at Elicit recommend a person from within his or her network, they are
offered a recruitment-bonus. This means that the employee who recommends a person, who is
later recruited, will receive a bonus of ten thousand SEK. Respondent 9 describe that she always
talks very highly about Elicit and try to create a positive picture of the company. Respondent
13 explain this further, “When I try to recruit friends, I talk about the good attributes connected
to Elicit”. Respondent 5 describes that he does not believe that the bonus that is offered by the
company has any large effect on what extent people recommend potential employees. When a
recommendation takes place, the company always make sure to contact the candidate and carry
out the full recruitment process to show the employee who came with the recommendation that
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Elicit takes the recommendation seriously. “When it comes to employees’ recommendations,
we always do the full scaled process, as we want them to understand that we appreciate their
efforts” (Respondent 5). With this said, it does not mean that every person that is recommended
is also offered a job at Elicit. Respondent 5 describe that Elicit do not offer everyone a job just
because they are recommended by a current employee, as all are not always a good fit for Elicit.
In those cases when a person who applies for a job does not proceed in the recruitment process,
or simply when someone has emailed the company asking a question, it is important to always
respond or give feedback. Respondent 4 stress that by doing this, it increases the chance of
Elicit being perceived as a kind company.

It is further important that Elicit is perceived as a fair company in the recruitment process,
and more specifically when they are searching to find new potential employees. When doing
this, it is important that they are perceived as being a company that plays fair. Respondent 8
describe that Elicit’s BA-managers have never stolen old co-workers or people from earlier
employers, which is one way for Elicit to maintain their good renommé and be perceived as
transparent and fair. “Elicit is a company that play a very honest game within the industry. The
BA-managers have never reached out to old colleagues and that is pretty sick, that they have
never contacted some of their previous IT consultants despite that they haven't been in touch
for years. So, in that sense, we have our principles” (Respondent 8). Respondent 7 states that
this is something that is not only important in recruiting but also in general for Elicit. That Elicit
has a good reputation is the common understanding of the interviewed respondents. “We have
not had the profile that we are technically better, it is more of a general picture of us and what
we can do. Technically skilled, socially competent and takes responsibility for what we do”
(Respondent 10). Respondent 18 describe that competitors, when finding out that he works at
Elicit, rarely try to convince him to leave Elicit for their company as people working at Elicit
rarely want to change employer.

Employer branding at the office

Trying to find the right people is a task given large focus, and despite that Elicit has the EB-
manager for this, the four BA-managers spend time on this as well. Each Monday and some
Wednesdays the managers have a morning meeting where one of the topics on the agenda is
recruitment.

The meeting starts off with the EB-manager presenting all the potential employees
to the rest of the group by showing an excel document which contains the names of
the candidates, who has found respective person, a link to the LinkedIn profile and
where the person is in the process. Thereafter, the EB-manager show the rest of the
group the person's LinkedIn profile and the group discuss if the person is a suitable
candidate or not. (Observation, 2018-04-09)

If the candidate is suitable, he or she is contacted, and the recruitment process begins. The
candidate has two interviews and apart from this, it is not uncommon for him or her to have a
meeting with one of their potential new coworker to get a feeling of someone other than the
BA-manager. This is also a possibility to ask questions that might not be answered equally well
by the BA-manager.
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The managers at Elicit believe that besides meeting the managers and employees, the office
and its location can further be attributes in order to win the new potential employee over. “Elicit
have very nice offices, and for a newly graduated, that matters. The location matters as well as
the office itself” (Respondent 16). Several respondents (14,16 and 19) describe that the location
of the office was an attractive attribute when applying to the organisation.

Elict’s office in Gothenburg is centrally located at the top floor of the central train
station. The main part of the office consists of an open landscape workplace with
desks and computers. The other part of the office consists of a smaller kitchen area
and a larger living room area, with a sofa, TV, pool table and table tennis. Offering
the possibility to play video games and watch a movie. That the table tennis is used,
have been observed every time the authors have visited the office. Overall, the
facilities look fresh and modern. (Repeated observations)

Respondent 8 describes that having an office that is central is a strategic choice as the company
believes it is important that consultants that live far from the office should be able to easily
commute and work at Elicit. The same is true for having an office that resembles a living room,
this is also a strategic choice as it enhances the desired culture of Elicit.

The managers at Elicit have always encouraged the employees to use the office space also
outside office hours as they argue it to be an appreciated part of the company culture. However,
Respondent 3 describes that the part where employees hang out at the office outside working
hours is something that has become less of during the last few years. However, he explains that
he has seen a change by describing that since the last year or so, it has been an increase in this
type of gatherings. “We have been extremely lucky as many of our junior consultants have been
here at the office a lot. They embraced it directly, and started spending evenings at the office,
drinking beer or watching a movie. Simply doing fun things together. To be honest, this was
something that was declining as many of us that have been around for a while, had children
and then simply did not have the time for it. But now, the office is alive again” (Respondent 3).

A great place to work
Elicit has several times been awarded for their placements on the Great Place to Work list.
Respondent 5 explains that besides being part of a contest and the eager to get a good placement,
these competition gives the organisation a good evaluation of the employees’ feelings and
opinions. It gives Elicit rich information which they can work with in order to improve the
company’s climate and employees’ wellbeing. “We often do our satisfied employee survey
through competitions. The most important part of that competition is that we get really solid
material about how our employees think within many different categories. We can then compare
this material with previous years and see that we constantly get better but also what areas we
need to improve on” (Respondent 5). According to Respondent 8, the working environment
and the care of the employees are very important to Elicit, “Our focus has never been mere
business. We should be a company who has the most satisfied customers and the most satisfied
employees, and then the business comes third”.

Continuing, the Management team agrees that Great Place to Work is an important factor
behind their perceived attractiveness. This is strengthened by Respondent 8 and 19 as being a
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factor that they considered and that attracted them when applying to Elicit. “It is important for
me to work at a company who truly cares for their employees, and who believes that happy
employees do a better job. When I saw that Elicit was on the Great Place to Work list, in
combination with the feeling I got from their web page, this made me apply” (Respondent 19)

Thoughts about the future

Respondent 13 and 15 see a challenge in keeping the great community, fellowship and unique
atmosphere when the company grows. The solution to this is, according to Respondent 3, to
work with hiring the right employees. “We will keep this culture by focusing on doing the right
recruitments. It is very much about personality”. Elicit wants to continue to attract people that
have the right personality in the sense that they appreciate and can contribute to the atmosphere
at the office and who also matches with the company's values and believes. Respondent 12
explains that the experience and competence are less important since those things are easier to
learn. Whereas, who you are is harder to change and therefore something they put an effort into
trying to understand when recruiting.

Employees at Elicit believe that they have a bright future ahead of them and hope that the
actions of today will lead to positive implications for the future as well. Respondent 3 say that,
“I believe it would be favourably for us if our name was more known and that people recognised
our logo”. Respondent 3 and 6 both claim that it would be easier for them to get qualified
candidates in the future if the company was more known and visible by the public. Something
which they believe that they are heading towards, both considering their increased activity in
social media, as well as the growth of the company. Both strategies which they believe would
lead to greater general awareness of their existence. There are ideas of how the EB-manager
role will develop, Respondent 3 and 8 both believe that this will become even more important
in the future and the tasks and responsibility will expand to other people as well. Respondent 3
says that; “If I was to look into the future I can imagine I would see an expansion of the new
role in the company. It is possible that we BA-managers work more with recruitments as well.”

Figure 1: How practices relate to attraction
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Elicit performs a number of actions in their work with employer branding. This figure shows
how these actions can become practices as they are being routinized within the organisation.
These practices will in turn affect employer branding as the institutional practice, which
influence the company’s attractiveness and thereby their ability to attract new employees.

Discussion

In order to explain how SME work in practice with attracting new potential employees in a
highly competitive market, this paper is informed by institutional theory and particularly recent
developments in institutional work. The employees’ everyday practices, work tasks and
routines, can altogether be considered as institutional work that is performed in order to
maintain the institutionalised practice of employer branding. In line with Fligstein’s (2001)
definition of an institution, the employees at the company have common rules and shared
meanings that set the standard for how to act within the area of employer branding.
Furthermore, their professions and work tasks help them to define their social relationships
between each other which also shapes their common behaviour.

The findings presented in the previous section, show that the employees at Elicit perform
institutional work in the form of several actions, which can be argued to have the desired
outcome of attracting new potential employees to the organisation by strengthening employer
branding as an institutionalised practice. However, not all of these actions lead to routinized
behaviour and are therefore not practices. What we refer to as an action is institutional work
that is performed and can be seen as one incident, while a practice is institutional work that has
become routinized and thereby is made on a daily basis by the actors within the institution. The
structure of the discussion is inspired by the of sets of practices presented by Lawrence and
Suddaby (2006). We have observed 7 set of practices through which actors engage in activities
that result in the maintenance and strengthening of employer branding as an institutionalized
practice. These set of practice are: enabling, constructing identity, mimicry, defining, valorizing
and demonizing, constructing normative network, embedding and routinizing, and the
additional set of practice inspired by Suchman’s work (1995) of managing legitimacy. In the
following, we unfold each of these sets of practices and illustrate them with examples from our
findings. At the end of this section, we discuss how the sets of practices are articulated together.

Enabling

Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) exemplify enabling with the creation of new roles in
organisations, made in order to set up new institutional routines. The creation of the new EB-
manager role at Elicit illustrates enabling work as a form of institutional work. It can further be
connected to what DiMaggio and Powell (1983) describe as normative isomorphism as the role
was created as a result of that the Management team at Elicit believed it was essential to have
this position in order to strengthen employer branding as an institutionalized practice in the
company. This is similar to the study made by Guler et al. (2002) where there were certain
qualified companies that had the authority to award a specific certificate instead of that every
company was authorized to do this. Thereby, enabling certificate awards in the same way as
the new EB-role enables employer branding. By creating the new position within Elicit, it
allowed the EB-manager to focus on tasks that had previously been overshadowed and given
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limited focus. While the creation of the new EB-manager role responds to some form of
enabling work, the tasks that this person started on a daily basis were embedded into new
routines, also illustrates a parallel process of embedding and routinizing practices. These
practices can, in turn, be argued to be institutional work that is made in order to create new
routines.

Constructing Identity

In parallel to the creation of the new role, the Management team at Elicit encouraged their
employees to recommend people that they know and that they believe would be a good fit for
the company. This is a practice that falls under what Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) refer to as
constructing identity, which is characterized by that it is the collective actions that develop
professions. By encouraging all the employees to keep their eyes open for new recruits, it makes
everyone part of the recruitment process. When this is the case, the company may encourage
the employees, as in the example of Oakes et al. (1998), to see themselves as working with
employer branding, and not simply as employees working within an organization that perform
employer branding activities. A result of encouraging the employees to keep their eyes open
for recruits, is that the work with employer branding is a responsibility for all the employees,
and not concentrated to one specific profession, redefining the classical definition of the identity
of an employee that traditionally is not formally included in recruitment efforts. This is a
practice that has been performed since the start of the company and is, therefore, something
that has become deeply routinized and embedded within the company. A further example of
such a practice is how not only the EB-manager search for new potential employees, but this is
rather a task that is made by both the EB-manager and the BA-managers within the company.
This is a task that can be regarded as an old practice as it was made even before the EB-manager
role was introduced, but also a new practice as it is made to a larger degree by the EB-manager
and is now more routinized than previously. On that note, it can be argued that this is made in
order to strengthen the institutionalized practice as Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) describe that
maintaining an institution is something which can be done by encouraging certain practices. In
the case of Elicit, these are that employees are taking part of the employer branding practices.
As some of the employees believe that the EB-manager role will become increasingly
important, it could be argued to strengthen the presumption that the work with employer
branding will continue to expand within the company. Thereby, making it a central practice of
the organisation, and can possibly colour more of the activities and tasks of the employees in
the future.

Mimicry

As there was no clear role description for the EB-manager role, this opened up for the EB-
manager to shape the position and decide how to work in order to reach the company’s goals.
One decision that was made, was the action to create an Instagram account, a practice that the
EB-manager copied from previous employment and is an example of what is referred to as
mimicry (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) or mimetic isomorphism discussed by DiMaggio and
Powell (1983). This action of creating an Instagram account is similar to the example provided
by Hargadon and Douglas (2001), where Edison tried to make his electric light similar to the
existing system of the gas lamp. By creating something that is already familiar to the intended
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audience, an Instagram account in this case, one can assume that it will ease the process of
acceptance. It can be argued that Elicit is affected from both inside and outside the organisation,
and the fact that other companies/competitors are active on social media platforms could be a
reason for why Elicit’s Instagram account was created. That the EB-manager copied this
practice from a previous employer can be argued to be what DiMaggio and Powell (1983) refer
to as normative isomorphism, in the sense that a person is recruited and some of this person's
way of working is implemented into the organisation. This is what the Management team did
when they decided to hire the current EB-manager as this person had a certain experience of
the tasks and qualities that the Management team believed could be useful at Elicit.
Furthermore, normative isomorphism is when organisations make changes in order to gain
legitimacy or changes made by the company as they feel forced to follow the norms of the
industry (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Social media accounts therefore become a “must have”
for companies as it might otherwise be interpreted as that the company is not keeping up with
society and its norms, especially a company within the IT-industry. Thereby, the company
could be argued to be influenced by the social expectations about what a modern IT-company
should do and have in terms of recruitment. This could be argued to be applicable for Elicit as
Respondent 8 believe that a company has to be visible on social media.

In regard to the fact that a part of the office resembles a living room, this could be a further
example of mimetic isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). A possible reason why Elicit
has created this living room feeling could be as they have seen other companies, such as Google,
have this arrangement. And as they are considered to be an attractive company, this could be a
motive for Elicit to allow themselves to be influenced by this way of working. As several of the
employees described that the location of the office, as well as the office itself, mattered when
they applied to Elicit, it could be argued that Elicit has mimicked this strategy successfully. By
doing this, Elicit also acknowledge the importance of offering functional as well as symbolic
attributes (Drury, 2016).

Defining

Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) describe a further set of practice with focus on defining
boundaries of membership. That Elicit posts pictures and videos on Instagram that show what
Elicit and its employees do besides to work, is an example of this. It illustrates that the
employees who work at Elicit feel a sense of closeness and a fellowship towards their
coworkers. This can be argued to be a good strategy as social value, i.e. having fun with
coworkers, was the most attractive attribute in regard to how attractive an organisation was
perceived to be (Dabirian et al., 2017). By showing the culture and who the current employees
at Elicit are, the company also tries to mediate what type of people that would fit within the
company. One could argue that this is an early stage of defining whom they indirectly encourage
to apply for a job at the company, and thereby defining who an “Eliciatre” is. It is a way to
determine a parameter for future structure and institutional practices, similar to the example of
Fox-Wolfgramm et al. (1998), where the performance today will determine future resources.

Valorizing and Demonizing

Valorizing is an action to exemplify positive behaviours and encourage values that are in line
with the organisation. On the contrary, demonizing are actions made with the aim to ridicule
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bad or unwanted behaviour (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). One example of valorizing that has
been observed at Elicit is that the company prefers employees that will contribute to the
company culture. The strategy to recruit more junior consultants to the team could affect the
company culture, as recruiting more junior consultant often mean recruiting younger people,
and this could be the reason why employees at Elicit have started to hang out at the office more
regularly on evenings and weekends. On this note, one can argue that where you are in life can
affect what you priorities and prefer, which is strengthened by studies made by Dabirian et al.
(2017) and Reis & Braga (2016). Recruiting more junior consultant can be argued to generate
a cheaper labour force that is also easier to access as well as it makes it possible for Elicit to
maintain their carefully formed company culture. This as it could be assumed that most junior
consultants do not have families and kids to the same extent that senior consultants do.
Therefore, they might be the ones that to the largest extent socialize with colleagues at the office
in the evenings and at the weekends. Respondent 11 explain this strategy to be a way in which
the company could develop a sustainable growth and a future, in regard to human resources.
Our understanding is that the effect it had on the culture was not something they had in mind
when changing the strategy, but rather an unintended positive consequence. It can be argued
that this strategic decision was important for the company’s future in many ways and one can
only assume that Elicit do a great job with welcoming and integrating new employees into their
company culture, explained as valorizing by Lawrence and Suddaby (2006). All this can be
implications of actions that result in of maintaining employer branding as an institutionalized
practice (Lawrence & Suddaby 2006). As Dobber (2013) argues, in line with Lawrence and
Suddaby (20006), this is an example of when the consequence of the action was not necessarily
consistent with the intended effect. Recruiting more junior consultants does not only maintain
the institutional practices of employer branding, it also strengthens and improves the culture of
the company and thereby the feeling of closeness towards the coworkers. With this said, it could
be argued that the company valorizes the junior consultants’ behaviour when they socialize
outside working hours. However, how does this affect they who do not attend? Are these in fact
being demonized by the company as the pupils that did not live up to the encouraged behaviours
were in the study by Angus (1993).

Other practices that could result in some type of valorizing and demonizing are those of
the AW and game nights held by Elicit as it could be argued that there are both positive and
negative aspects with these types of events. As these events are in the evenings, one can assume
that the employees who have families do not have the same possibility to attend as they might
have to be home in the evenings to take care of their children. If this is the case it could lead to
that these employees feel excluded from the organisation which could in turn result in that they
do not feel the belongingness and family feeling to the same extent as those employees that are
able to attend most events. In regard to this, Respondent 10 claims that it is up to oneself to
engage and take time for these events, and thereby your own responsibility to feel part of the
fellowship. However, one could argue that although it may partly be up to the individual
employee to make time for these meetings, it is up to the employer to provide conditions for
each and every one to be able to attend and take part of the events. Could Elicit instead hold
these events during office hours to enable access for all employees? Having said this, we see
that there are other problems that would arise with this, for instance, that the external people
that Elicit invite also work office hours and would therefore not be able to attend the events.
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However, what are the main purpose of these events, to strengthen the company culture or to
expand the network?

Constructing Normative Networks

The connection between different actors is what build institutions, something which Lawrence
and Suddaby (2006) refer to as constructing normative networks. At Elicit, the EB-manager
and the rest of the employees are connected. It is through the connections between these
different actors, that they anchor the institutional practices of employer branding. As the
employees have different positions within the company, they have different tasks and thereby
do not share the same agenda. However, they share the same idea that they want Elicit to attract
more new employees and by them working together, they can reach their goal. For instance,
one employee work with Elicit’s economy, another work as a consultant and a third work as
EB-manager, however, they all share the desire for Elicit to grow and employ the right people.
This is similar to the study by Lawrence et al. (2002), in the way that several different actors
together form the institution. As Elicit perform the action of recruiting a new EB-manager, who
have some tasks that others had before the introduction of the new role, it can be argued that
this action turns old practices into new daily routines in the sense of searching for and attracting
new employees. This is described by Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) to be a way to maintain
institutions. This way of collaborating can further be seen when all the employees at Elicit assist
in the practice of spreading the word and making people aware of Elicit. This is mentioned by
several of the employees as being the most important practice related to employer branding that
they do on a daily basis. One could argue that by making more people aware of the company,
it can, in turn, lead to that these people talk to others about Elicit and so on, possibly resulting
in some kind of ripple effect and thereby making the company more well known. These
examples illustrate the set of practices of constructive normative networks. However, parallel
to this, it can also symbolize the practice of embedding and routinizing.

Embedding and Routinizing

Many of the mentioned practices could also fall under the set of practice called embedding and
routinizing. It is through these practices that the normative foundation of the institutional
practices become part of the actors’ daily work. Thereby, maintaining the institutional practices
through day to day routines and common practices (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). An example
of this is how the managers at Elicit encourage the employees to always spread the word about
the company. By continuingly stressing and celebrating this behaviour it becomes a common
practice that is part of the daily routines of the employees. To encourage WOM and to spread
information about the company, both by talking but also by writing on forums on the internet,
can be argued to be even more important nowadays than before, as research show that
crowdsourcing is increasing. The opinion of current and previous employees matters when
people are thinking of applying for a job. (Dabirian 2017) This set of practice, embedding and
routinizing, is similar to that described by Zilber (2002), in the way that certain routines are
taken-for-granted as they constitute an important part of maintaining the institution.
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Managing legitimacy

During this case study, we have observed that institutional work is connected to legitimacy, its
management, and maintenance. We have seen a great deal of work that we categorize under the
name of managing legitimacy and which can be argued to be a new set of practices that could
be added to the ones listed by Lawrence and Suddaby (2006). Thereby, managing legitimacy
can be regarded as institutional work that is performed, rather than seeing gained and
maintained legitimacy simply as the outcome. We have divided this set of practice into three
categories; internal, external and incentive to spread positive WOM.

Managing legitimacy - internal work to reach audience

Suchman (1995) argue that targeting people who are not directly attached to the company's
institutional environment is a good strategy when trying to gain legitimacy, something that
companies strive to secure (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975). In the case of Elicit, the Instagram
account was a way to reach people who were not necessarily familiar with the company. Elicit’s
work with social media is a tool for them to spread their brand to people outside of the company,
by focusing on their culture and not necessarily on their profession. The work on visibility can
at first be seen as a way to reach a larger audience, but as mentioned it can also be a way in
which the company gains legitimacy. The institutional work of updating the social media
platforms has become embedded and routinized into new practices (Lawrence & Suddaby,
2006) since it is frequently updated by the EB-manager. The reason being that the managers
believe it is important to be visible and active on social media, a belief that can be argued to
consist with that of Backhaus (2016), who argue that social media is the main platform for
external employer branding. The fact that Elicit uses these platforms to indirectly attract new
potential employees through being visible and mediate the company culture, the company is
using the social media platforms for their external employer branding.

Elicit strive to show people on the outside of the organisation what they are doing within,
especially in the sense of trying to mediate the culture that is present within the company, which
is something that Elicit argue to be what they have gained most from and is the company's
strongest attribute. It can be argued that this is a good strategy to focus on as Drury (2016) show
that the symbolic attributes have larger effect than functional attributes when it comes to how
attractive an organisation is perceived. Trying to mediate the culture to the people outside the
company is important as Elicit argue that when people visit the office, they often feel the
closeness and fellowship that is present. Respondent 4 describe that they have a high hit-rate
when people actually come to the office. However, Elicit wants this feeling to be sensed simply
by looking at the social media accounts. Furthermore, it can be argued from a legitimacy
viewpoint, that mediating the same feeling through social media which is also felt when visiting
the office, can result in gained legitimacy (Suchman, 1995). A further way in which Elicit work
with providing the potential employee with a fair and true picture of the company is in the
recruitment process. The candidates do not only have interviews with the managers but also in
some cases have a meeting with a potential new coworker. By letting the candidate meet
current employees, they are given the chance to get a better and more honest picture of what it
would be like to work at Elicit, thereby connecting it to legitimacy where this action could result
in the company being perceived as transparent and legitimate. A practice that can be argued to
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be connected to legitimacy management discussed by Suchman (1995) and explained as being
communication between the audience and the company.

One way of increasing the audience is through social media, another approach used by
Elicit in order to spread the awareness of the company is by hosting social events, such as AW
and game nights. These are both ways in which they enable for people outside the company’s
surrounding to find and interact with them (Suchman, 1995). As there is a spread of people who
are invited to these events, including people that are functioning in the same industry, it could
be a good practice that could help to spread the word about Elicit. Especially, those that are
functioning within the same industry, these people could be argued to be even more likely to
spread the word about Elicit to people that also are in the same industry and thereby also being
potential new employees at Elicit. Having these AWs can be a good way to spread the word
about Elicit but also show the people that come to these events that Elicit have a culture, equal
the one described on the web page and that is visible on the Instagram account.

As previously discussed, one can, however, question the main purpose of these kinds of
events. If the main reason is to strengthen the company culture or if the main goal with these
events are to get people outside the organisation to come, in order to create conditions for them
to spread the word about Elicit. Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) describe that one way of obtaining
legitimacy is for the organisation to become identified with values that are associated with
strong social legitimacy. By claiming, on social media, that Elicit has a certain culture, and then
also to show that they live up to this culture, this can be argued to be a way for the organisation
to obtain legitimacy from the people attending the AW. Elicit then becomes associated with
having a strong company culture which, in turn, can create strong social legitimacy.
Furthermore, as Suchman (1995) claim that legitimacy is socially constructed and dependent
on the collective audience, it can be argued that the people attending Elicit’s AW form an
opinion about the company which in turn affect if the organisation will be regarded as legitimate
or not. The people that attend the AW are those that make up the collective audience and if they
do not perceive Elicit as legitimate, the company has not gained any legitimacy.

Managing legitimacy - external work to reach audience

Employees at Elicit work hard to have an appreciated work environment and focus a lot on the
wellbeing at the office. One way of measuring their job has been to participate in competitions.
Their newly received high placement on the Great Place to Work list is one factor that indicate
that the company treat their employees well, since it is the employees’ opinions about the
company that lay the foundation of the award. It has also shown to be an important attribute
considered by potential employees when applying to the company. The fact that they got the
award can also be an implication that the company live up to their promises of the company
picture and can thereby be perceived as legitimate and transparent. Since they are part of a
contest, they will get publicity and it can be a way for them to reach a new audience, this is
suggested by Suchman (1995) to be a way to gain legitimacy. Elicit’s company name and their
achievement will through Great Place to Work now be visible for people who are not in their
regular network, and perhaps reach them who values the award as an attractive attribute when
searching for a new employer (Suchman 1995). Furthermore, according to both Suchman
(1995) and Dowling and Pfeffer (1975), the communication between the organisation and the
audience plays an important role when it comes to gaining legitimacy. This can be related to
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the Great Place to Work award in at least two ways. The fact that the material, on which the
award is based, is distributed to the company and that Respondent 5 argues it to be a valuable
asset for them, shows that the communication of thoughts and opinions within the company in
this case is one important factor behind the successful outcome. Furthermore, the award can
also be argued to be important for people outside of the company, for example potential
employees, who perceive Elicit as legitimate thanks to the great placement in the contest. That
Elicit communicate the award to the internal as well as the external audience shows to be
successful ways of gaining legitimacy.

All competing companies within the Great Place to Work, are compared to each other and
it is a visible way to see how Elicit stands compared to their competitors. On that note, Dowling
and Pfeffer (1975), describe that one way of obtaining legitimacy is to become identified with
symbols or institutions that are united with strong social legitimacy. By Elicit having a place
on the Great Place To Work list, they are associated with having legitimacy and the possibility
to obtain legitimacy from people outside the organisation could be argued to be greater than if
they would not have a place on the list. If the company stop competing for these kind of awards,
a possible consequence is that people would question why they are no longer qualified to be on
the list. If this is the case, they might believe that the company’s work environment has a lower
standard than previously. This could result in an absent of newly obtained legitimacy as well
as the need to repair the legitimacy that might have been damaged as a result of Elicit losing
their placement. Therefore, it could be argued that it is in the interest of Elicit to continue to be
rewarded and get a place on the list of Great Place to Work. This way of working with managing
legitimacy is another part of the institutional work done in order to strengthen the company's
legitimacy and nourish the institutionalised practices of attracting new employees.

Managing legitimacy - incentive to spread positive WOM

A practice in which the company is performing institutional work with the desired outcome of
strengthening the institutional practice of employer branding, is WOM. Van Hoye et al. (2016)
argues that companies can only indirectly affect what is being said in regard to WOM. However,
one way to influence what people say can be through participating in recruitment events at
universities. What Elicit’s representatives said at the career fair in Halmstad or on their
Instagram cannot be considered as WOM. What can be is, however, how the receiver of the
information perceives it and how they chose to spread it. Therefore, these practices can be
argued to provide conditions for Elicit to become more exposed and more known in the sense
that people have heard and talked about Elicit. Thereby, increasing the awareness of Elicit
through reaching out to people who are not necessarily familiar with the company previous to
this (Suchman, 1995).

A further practice, related to WOM, is that Elicit offer so called “recruitment bonuses”.
Respondent 5 claim that he does not see a problem or a negative aspect of the fact that
employees are offered a monetary incentive for recommending a potential employee. One
could, however, argue that this could affect how the current employees talk about their
employer. Van Hoye et al. (2016) describe that people who knew that the person who spread
the WOM or information would get a monetary incentive felt less attracted to the
organisation. The employees could choose to focus only on the positive factors in regard to
working at Elicit, possibly resulting in that the receiver of the WOM gets a slightly embellished
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picture of the company. If this is the case, it can be argued that the WOM that the employees
spread is influenced by the bonus and could, in turn, affect the potential legitimacy that the
company would obtain. However, Van Hoye and Lievens (2007) argue that when the WOM
come from family and friends, i.e. between people who have a mutual trust for each other, the
WOM can lead to an increased attractiveness. The Management team aspire Elicit to become
more known to the public, in the sense that they want Elicit’s name to be recognized by a larger
amount of people. Their strategy of encouraging their employees to talk well about the company
could, therefore, be an efficient way of achieving that. However, it could be important for them
in some sense to be aware of what is being said in order not to be perceived as a showoff. An
implication of that could be that Elicit would lose legitimacy, something which is hard work to
repair when it has been lost or disrupted (Suchman, 1995).

To sum up..

In this case study, we have observed institutional work in the sense of several different practices
being performed in order to maintain the institutional practices of employer branding within
Elicit. These practices fall under the different categories of enabling, constructing identity,
mimicry, defining, valorizing and demonizing, constructing normative networks, embedding
and routinizing and managing legitimacy. Our observation revealed that all sets of practices
resulted in the maintenance of the institutional practices, which is in line with the result from
the study made by Currie et al (2012). The set of practices were thereby not separated between
being made to create and being made to maintain institutions which is the division Lawrence
and Suddaby (2006) suggest. Nevertheless, we argue that there are similarities and patterns that
can be seen, and which can explain how the sets of practices relate to each other. Therefore, we
have categorized these in the following manner; valorizing and demonizing falls under work
with values; managing legitimacy, defining and, embedding and routinizing, falls under the
category of work with norms, and enabling, constructing identity, mimicry and constructing
normative networks are work with roles. By sectioning the work like this, it highlights three
main areas which have been present in the work with maintaining an institutionalised practice.
Despite that we do not agree with Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) categorization of differing
between practices made to create and practices made to maintain institutions, we argue that all
observed actions by Elicit have been purposive. However, the outcome has differed between
intended and unintended, similar to Zietsma and McKnight (2009) argue about the fact that all
outcomes are not necessarily the same as the intended.

Conclusion

In this paper we examined the relatively new phenomena of employer branding, and how SME
work in practice with attracting new potential employees in a highly competitive market. By
studying the practices made on a managerial level, and by using a qualitative approach informed
by interviews and observations, our findings indicate that the company perform institutional
work categorized under a number of different sets of practices.
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Figure 2: How institutional work maintain the institutionalised practice of employer
branding.
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Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) present several sets of practices that are made, both to create as
well as maintain institutions, and 7 of these were identified in this case study; enabling,
constructing identity, mimicry, defining, valorizing and demonizing, constructing normative
networks, and embedding and routinizing. In addition to this, we recognize a great deal of work
directly connected to legitimacy and the company’s ambition to gain, as well as maintain their
legitimacy. Therefore, we conclude that a further set of practices could be added to Lawrence
and Suddaby’s (2006) list of work in order to maintain the institution, a category we would like
to call managing legitimacy. All the forms of institutional work operating in the company are
functioning together, and parallel with each other in the organisation with the result of
maintaining employer branding as an institutionalized practice. As we have seen certain
similarities and patterns between these sets of practices, we suggest that these are categories
under work with values (valorizing and demonizing), work with norms (managing legitimacy,
defining and, embedding and routinizing) and work with roles (enabling, constructing identity,
mimicry and constructing normative networks).

We have analysed the process of how a company works with attracting potential new
employees and this, in turn, answers to the call for more research on the practices of employer
branding as limited attention has been given to the subject. As a result, this paper has made
three main contributions, first to the institutional work literature, second to the literature on
employer branding, and third to the practitioners working with employer branding. First, a
theoretical implication steaming from our study is how practices oriented towards the
maintenance and strengthening of legitimacy can lead to new forms of institutional work that
can create, as well as maintain, current institutional practices. Also, we take it one step further
by introducing a new set of practice that could be added to the ones suggested by Lawrence and
Suddaby (2006). Second, this paper presents insights into what practices are performed by
companies in regard to working with employer branding, in the sense of attracting new
employees. Furthermore, this paper contributes with new insight as it reveals that employer
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branding is connected to legitimacy. It can be argued that the practices made do not reach their
full potential, in the sense of attracting new potential employees, unless the company also work
with gaining and maintaining legitimacy. Therefore, managing legitimacy also becomes a new
set of institutional work practices. This is an exciting insight and where we show how this
unfold on a managerial level at an SME within the consulting industry. As managers are those
who to greatest extent work in practice to attract new employees, it is important that they
understand what it is that attract and what are important attributes for new potential employees.
Our study strengthens previous research as it indicates that it is important to work with both
symbolic and functional attributes (Drury, 2016) in order to be perceived as an attractive
company. The study, however, also shows that the symbolic attributes have stronger effect on
the perceived attraction, than functional attributes, which is also in line with previous research
(Ibid). Third, by revealing the practices that an SME successfully implemented to attract new
employees, this paper contributes to providing insights and practices that could be applicable
for Elicit as well as other SME functioning within the same field in order to attract new
employees. One such insight is the importance of working with managing legitimacy as a
practice and not only regarding it as a potential outcome. Another insight is that the company
culture can to a large extent affect the level of attractiveness, which is in line with Dabirian et
al. (2017) who shows that social value is the most important attribute in regard to attractiveness.
However, it can be hard to make any generalizations that go outside of the conditions for this
case company.

A limitation of this study is the fact that we did not have the possibility to follow the studied
organisation for a longer period of time with the consequence that we could not adopt a
longitude approach. It could have been of interest to see how initiative in the organisation, like
the role of EB-manager in this case, would evolve through time and follow up on the other
strategic decisions that have been taken. Further, it would be interesting to see what the
implications would be in the future and how the company continue to develop and respond to
the challenges they are facing within the area of employer branding. A second limitation is due
to that the methodology of this study was a single case study. This study focuses on one specific
company operating in one industry. The result can, therefore, be hard to applicate for SMEs in
other industries. On that note, the fact that all the respondents mainly had positive things to say,
made it hard to see if there were any negative consequences of the work with employer
branding. However, this opens up for future research within the topic. A suggestion would,
therefore, be to investigate a more critical view, and see if this type of work could have any
negative outcomes. It could also be interesting to compare this company and its activities to
another company functioning within another industry. This in order to see the result in relation
to how practices possibly could differ. An additional suggestion for future studies would be to
develop and dig deeper into the relationship between employer branding and legitimacy. One
study could examine companies practices with managing legitimacy and their view of its
importance, preferable on a longer term, in order to also be able to investigate the implications
of the actions taken by actively being part and following the process. Thereby making the
researchers part of the whole process by follow the initiatives behind each practice, the actual
implementation and also the implications and respond/reaction to it.
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