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Purpose: The aim of this thesis is to investigate how organisational attractiveness in the
pharmaceutical industry has been influenced by increased media attention due to
the Covid-19 pandemic. Based on a case of a multinational biotechnological and
pharmaceutical Company X that was repeatedly in the spotlight of international
media during the pandemic, the thesis explores how university students used
different information sources for forming employer knowledge and if a
connection could be found between employer knowledge and organisational
attractiveness.

Theory: The concept of employer knowledge consists of the three dimensions of employer
familiarity, employer image and employer reputation, which display the beliefs
that job seekers have about a potential employer based on different information
sources. The thesis uses the framework by connecting it to different information
sources and organisational attractiveness in the context of the pandemic.

Method: Using a purposive sampling approach, 20 semi-structured interviews were
conducted with university students about to enter the labour market that currently
reside in Sweden. The study differentiates the target group based on their
contextual backgrounds, such as occupational group (science or business) and
Swedish or International origin. Thematic analysis was used to transform the
collected data into empirical results.

Result: The results indicate that the increased media exposure during the Covid-19
pandemic influenced all dimensions of employer knowledge, especially employer
familiarity. Becoming a household name positively influenced the student’s
perception of organisational attractiveness. The different contextual backgrounds
of the students become visible in their level of employer knowledge, their usage
of information sources, their perception of the pharmaceutical industry and their
reflection of media content.
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Introduction

The world has changed dramatically since the emergence of the Corona disease (Covid-19) in

2019. The infectious disease caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus (Centers for Disease Control

and Prevention [CDC], 2021) spread quickly worldwide and was eventually characterised as

a global pandemic in March 2020 (World Health Organization [WHO], 2020). The impact of

the pandemic was staggering, with the majority of countries implementing societal

restrictions, controlling human action and behaviours, closing down borders and placing

restrictions on business endeavours. This led to a worldwide shortcoming of materials and

productions shutting down (Verick et al., 2021). As a result of the major disruptions and

uncertainties caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, many organisations struggled to meet the

needs of their different stakeholders (Adelua et al., 2021; Merchant & Lurie, 2020).  The

pandemic has had a major influence on the labour market and created ripples throughout the

economy. In Sweden, many companies were forced to lay off their employees, which

increased the unemployment rate (Statistiska centralbyrån [SCB], 2021). According to

Kashyap and Raghuvanshi (2020), the Covid-19 pandemic resulted in greater uncertainty and

harmed the global economy more than similar crises in the past, such as the SARS outbreak

in 2003 or the financial crisis in 2008.

In order to prevent the spread of the Covid-19 virus, several biopharmaceutical enterprises

rushed to develop a vaccine. Vaccine hesitancy and the need for transparency during the

development stage resulted in such companies being under harsh critique by the media

(Mogaji, 2021). The question raised in this thesis addresses whether the evaluation of these

companies as attractive employers changed based on them taking the risk of developing a

new drug under the media's scrutiny during a crisis. To investigate this unique phenomenon,

we introduce the multinational biopharmaceutical Company X which was increasingly in the
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spotlight of international and Swedish mass media due to developing, producing and

distributing a Covid-19 vaccine. The company faced large amounts of negative publicity in

various kinds of media about possible side effects or distribution problems. The increased

public interest in Company X is displayed in Google Trends (2022), which analyses the

popularity of search requests made to Google. Figure 1 shows the substantial increase in

interest in the keyword 'Company X' in the summer of 2021. Previous research indicates that

such heightened negative media can affect the perception of both the product brand and how

the company is perceived as an employer (Kanar et al., 2010; Panico et al., 2014).

Figure 1

Interest in Company X over the last five years (Google Trends, 2022)

This study explores this phenomenon by considering the employer knowledge dimensions of

employer familiarity (i.e. awareness), employer image (i.e. attribute recall) and employer

reputation (i.e. affective evaluation) (Aaker, 1996; Alba & Hutchinson, 1987; Cable &

Turban, 2001; Keller, 1993). Employer familiarity presents the level of awareness a potential

employee has about a specific organisation and is, therefore, a prerequisite for the other

dimensions to exist (Cable & Turban, 2001). While employer image displays an individual's

perceptions of organisational attitudes, employer reputation is about an individual's

perception of how the public evaluates a specific organisation. Cable and Turban (2001)

argue that the relationship between employer image and employer reputation is bi-directional,
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which means that both dimensions influence each other. Several studies emphasise the

importance of both dimensions since a favourable reputation can lead to desirable effects

such as the organisation's ability to attract high-quality talents (Kanar et al., 2015), an

improved financial performance (Panico et al., 2014), sending signals to stakeholders about

the quality of the company (Dinnie, 2003) and finally overall organisational attractiveness

(Cable & Turban, 2001). Over time, different information sources build up and shape the

employer knowledge dimensions (Lemmink et al., 2003). Dowling (1986) identified the three

major information sources, personal experience, interpersonal communication and mass

media communication, that can influence employer knowledge. It is essential to understand

that the company cannot control all information sources. For instance, mass media reporting

or peer word of mouth do not always act in the organisation's best interest by presenting

unfavourable information (Kanar et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2013).

Being exposed to unfavourable information can affect the perception that job seekers have of

an organisation's attractiveness, with students on the verge of entering the labour market

being an interesting group to study as they are about to make their first career-defining

decision. For Company X, qualified students present an attractive target group as the

organisation is a part of a highly competitive labour market and offers graduate programmes.

Therefore, this explorative study investigates students’ perceptions of employer knowledge

and organisational attractiveness.

Objective of the research

This thesis provides knowledge about the conditions for organisational attractiveness that

companies have to navigate in times of crisis. Hence, the study aims to investigate how

organisational attractiveness in the pharmaceutical industry has been influenced by increased

media attention due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Based on the case of Company X, which was
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repeatedly exposed in the international media during the pandemic, the thesis explores how

university students used different information sources to form employer knowledge and if

there is a connection between employer knowledge and organisational attractiveness.

This study has a sensitivity to the contextual backgrounds of the target group. We explore

their contextual backgrounds by dividing the students into the two occupational groups,

science and business, and include whether the informants have a Swedish or International

background. By incorporating the backgrounds of the target group in our research, we aim to

identify differences and similarities based on their contextual differences.

We formulated two research questions that will guide us through the research process.

1. How did students form employer knowledge during the Covid-19 crisis?

2. In what way did the Covid-19 pandemic influence students' perception of

organisational attractiveness?

The first research question aims to identify the information sources that the students use to

form the different dimensions of employer knowledge. Using a variety of information

sources, we place a particular emphasis on the media. The second research question focuses

on the impact that the Covid-19 pandemic had on organisational attractiveness since Cable

and Turban (2001) state that employer knowledge directly affects organisational

attractiveness. Both research questions are approached by considering the contextual

backgrounds of the students in terms of their study area (business/science) and nationality

(Swedish/International).
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Previous Research

The following section identifies previous research about drivers and predictors of

organisational attractiveness and its connection to corporate reputation. To discover how

reputation is formed, we introduce various information sources that can, or cannot, be directly

controlled by the company. Due to the unique circumstances of Company X being in the

media spotlight for a Covid-19 pandemic related topic, the section will strongly emphasise

the information source media.

Organisational attractiveness amongst potential applicants

In today's competitive business environment, companies try to become the employer of

choice for their employees and job seekers to effectively attract, retain and motivate them

(Sutherland et al., 2002). In a quantitative study on organisational attractiveness in a military

setting, Lievens et al. (2005) found that a broad range of factors impacted the organisational

attractiveness of companies for potential applicants. These included gender, familiarity with

the organisation, perception of job and organisational attributes and traits associated with the

organisation (Lievens et al., 2005). Traits could be excitement, sincerity, competence, or

prestige, whilst job or organisational attributes included task diversity, job security, social

activities, pay and benefits and structure and development opportunities. Turban et al. (1998)

point out that early impressions of an organisation strongly predict applicants' attraction to a

company in later recruitment stages. In order to influence job seeker decisions and attitudes

towards an employer, research about employer knowledge has gained popularity (Cable &

Turban, 2001; Cable & Turban, 2003; Lievens et al., 2005, Collins, 2007). Expanding the

employer knowledge framework of Cable and Turban (2001), Lievens et al. (2005) elevate

the framework by indicating that the dimensions of familiarity with the organisation,

perception of the job and organisational attributes and traits associated with the organisations
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seem to be interactive. Organisational attractiveness had a significant relationship with all

three dimensions but was the most prominent with organisational familiarity and trait

associations (Lievens et al., 2005). The researchers also found that the effects of trait

associations and job and organisational attributes were more prominent when familiarity with

the organisation was higher and recommended that companies develop their efforts in image

management to attract more employees. Image management could be considered a type of

employer branding strategy, which Ambler and Barrow (1996) define as the functional,

economic and psychological package of benefits employed at a specific employer.

The importance of reputation and its effect on organisational attractiveness

Cable and Turban (2001) demonstrate that the efforts to recruit potential employees are

similar to the efforts of organisations to convince and attract consumers to purchase their

products or services. Both consumers and job seekers develop different perceptions of

companies based on information about the respective organisations (Collins & Stevens,

2002). Therefore, an organisation's reputation and perceived image are valuable assets

(Kreps, 1990; Tadelis, 1999). Research by Cable and Turban (2003) revealed that job seekers

use organisational reputation to signal job attributes, and reputation affects the pride of

working at the respective organisation. Applicants use different signals or information to

assess an organisation's attractiveness (Rynes, 1991). The concept of signalling theory refers

to an asymmetrical informational relationship between two or several parties, with the

information related to an organisation's characteristics being categorised as the organisation's

signals (Rynes, 1991; Younis & Hammad, 2021).

Additionally, a study from Cable and Turban (2001) revealed that job seekers are willing to

pay a premium in the form of a lower salary to join employers with a positive reputation.

Following this, it can be said that a positive organisational reputation is directly related to
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organisational attractiveness (Cable & Turban, 2001). On the other side, an unfavourable

corporate reputation can negatively affect an organisation's ability to attract job seekers

(Kanar et al., 2015).

Information sources and their impact on reputation

To understand the effectiveness of an organisation's recruitment activities, it is crucial to

understand how potential employees interpret and utilise information from different sources

(Barber, 1998; Cable & Turban, 2001; Rynes, 1991). Prior research identified various

information sources that influence corporate reputation both within and outside of the firm's

direct control (Kanar et al., 2010; Panico et al., 2014). Information sources controlled by the

organisations, such as recruitment advertisements, employer branding campaigns or

sponsoring activities, are positively related to organisational attractiveness (Collins &

Stevens, 2002; Van Hoye & Lievens, 2005). However, information sources beyond the

company's direct control, such as mass media reporting or peer word of mouth, do not always

act in the organisation's best interest by displaying unfavourable information (Lee et al.,

2013; Kanar et al., 2010). On top of information sources that can, or cannot, be controlled by

the company directly, Cable & Turban (2001) introduce the experimental-information

dimension. This concept represents "the degree to which a job seeker obtains organisational

information by personally experiencing some aspects of an organisation [...] versus learning

information from media presentations" (Cable & Turban, 2001, p.137). Job seekers can

experience the organisation personally through internships, job interviews or information

sessions. In this case, potential employees have used their own experience to interpret the

organisation. In contrast, job seekers can also collect pre-processed information that others

have interpreted through reading annual reports, newspaper articles or recruitment brochures

(Cable & Turban, 2001). In general, direct experience with an employer (e.g. personal
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involvement in the recruiting process) is considered more effective when forming an

employer reputation than indirect communication (media consumption, word of mouth

communication) (Ader, 1995). However, direct experience is not always provided before

entering the recruitment process. Following this, stakeholders must often rely on other

information sources. In that case, media coverage and word of mouth advertisement are

particularly powerful sources of influence (Deephouse, 2000; Panico et al., 2014).

The presented research essentially confirms the framework proposed by Dowling (1986) that

explores the different information sources impact how job seekers perceive an employer.

According to Dowling (1986), three primary groups of information sources shape the image:

personal experience, interpersonal communication, and mass media communication. Whereas

personal experience and interpersonal communication are perceptions of the firm by job

seekers, mass media communication (job advertisements, publicity releases) represents the

perception of others (Dowling, 1986).

Some information sources are perceived as more credible by job seekers than others (Fisher

et al., 1979). The credibility of an information source consists of two factors: expertise and

trustworthiness (Ilgen et al., 1979; Petty & Cacioppo, 1981; Tuppen, 1974). The expertise of

a source refers to whether the information given by the sources is perceived as useful to the

job seeker. For instance, information sources with direct relevance to a potential job position

(e.g. company information sessions) are perceived as more relevant than sources without

direct information (e.g. product advertisement) (Cable & Turban, 2001). On the other hand,

trustworthiness refers to how information is perceived accurately or truthfully. A typical

example is that information exposed by recruiters is seen as less trustworthy since job seekers

tend to believe that recruiters will only provide positive information about the company

(Cable & Turban, 2001; Fisher et al., 1979).

14



Mass media as an information source

An intense media exposure can change how different stakeholders perceive a company.

Wartick (1992) investigated this phenomenon by analysing 29 companies exposed to high

media coverage levels. The study concluded that the overall corporate reputation is likely to

change based on the media exposure's tone, direction, and total movement (Wartick, 1992).

Research by Jonkman et al. (2020) shows that the visibility and tone of a company presented

in the news strongly influence corporate reputation. A positive tone of the news influences

corporate reputation positively. However, the results showed that the effect of negative news

was three times larger than the effect of positive news (Jonkman et al., 2020). The duration of

increased media exposure depends on the circumstances of the scandal. Vassilikopoulou et al.

(2009) demonstrated that customers tend to forget about the crisis, primarily when the

company handles the scandal in a socially responsible way, such as informing the customers

about their wrongdoing. According to their research, the effects of a crisis occur only for a

few months in most cases. However, other research states that some companies can never

fully recover from increased harmful media exposure. The companies are attributed to the

negative media content in the long term (Seo et al., 2014).

However, some theories refute the impact of media on already existing attitudes or

perceptions. For example, the central assumption of the limited effects theory is that the mass

media cannot directly change the attitudes or behaviour of individuals since viewers tend to

interpret media messages following their already existing beliefs and attitudes (Katz, 1987;

Lazarsfeld, 1957). Barnidge et al. (2020) show that people use selective exposure by

consuming media that they believe suits their bias. The same individuals also believe general

media to be more biased. To understand previous cases in which the media reported
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negatively about an organisation, we introduce two cases of brand scandal and the

consequences in the next section.

Scandals within the automotive industry

One typical example in the literature that shows how media exposure influences corporate

reputation is the Volkswagen (VW) diesel scandal. VW abruptly hit the media headlines in

September 2015 by equipping cars with devices that cheated on emission tests and, therefore,

violated the Clean Air Act (Clemente & Gabbioneta, 2017). Research by Mačaitytė &

Virbašiūtė (2018) revealed that the scandal negatively affected VW's stock price, financial

performance and reputation. The fall in reputation is visible in the RepTalk list from the

Reputation Institute. The RepTalk list is the standard for measuring reputation and how the

public views globally known companies. VW was voted 7th position in 2014, while in 2017,

the company was voted 100th position (Clemente & Gabbioneta, 2017). Today, the company

recovered slightly and was voted 68th position in 2020 (Reputation Institute, 2022) but never

returned to previous positions. Georgeevski & AlQudah (2016) drew an interesting

comparison between the two company scandals of the Volkswagen diesel scandal and the

Toyota pedal scandal. Their study revealed that the outcome of the increased media attention

differed. A functional wrongdoing in the pedals from Toyota led to nearly 400 wrongful

deaths (Georgeevski & AlQudah, 2016), which severely impacted the perception of the car

brand as considered safe. The VW scandal did not harm any individuals and is still

considered a safe brand. However, the brand is seen as less sustainable. While Toyota had to

suffer from massive damage to its brand and reputation, Volkswagen's image did not suffer

the same way. A possible reason is its previously strong brand reputation in the European

automotive market (Georgeevski & AlQudah, 2016).
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A scandal in the context of Covid-19 - The Adidas rent incident

One case where a pandemic related incident put an employer into the media's spotlight was

the Adidas rent incident in Germany. Due to the ongoing lockdown, Adidas announced

withholding rent payments in April for all its German stores (Boehmer & Harrison, 2021).

The announcement was followed by increased negative attention in the news and social

media, leading to decreased purchase intentions and lower stock prices. As a result, Adidas's

BrandBuzz score, measured by the British reputation measure institute YouGov, dropped to

the lowest value since the tracking started 12 years ago and had a spill-over effect on the

German sporting and goods manufacturing market. For example, sponsored brands and

connected organisations of Adidas also faced critique. According to Boehmer and Harrison

(2021), Adidas was likely perceived as worsening the impact of the pandemic by shifting the

financial burden to the landlords. However, after two months of lower brand metrics, Adidas

returned and even exceeded the YouGov score from before the scandal. Compared to

previous research investigating the diminishing negative effect of a brand scandal

(Vassilikopoulou et al., 2009; Vassilikopoulou & Stavroulakis, 2013), the timeframe of the

Adidas case seems extremely short (Boehmer & Harrison, 2021). Possible reasons for this

fast brand recovery are a positive track record and a well-established hold in the German

consumer market. Moreover, Beohmer and Harrison (2021) suggest that the quick brand

recovery was amplified by situational factors, such as the pandemic. In that case, the

customer's minds are occupied with other topics that seem more relevant (Boehmer &

Harrison, 2021).

Research Gap

While there is previous research on how the reputation of organisations is built or shaped due

to revealing new information, limited studies consider the circumstances during the Covid-19
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pandemic. The Covid-19 pandemic added a new dimension to the labour market, with a

significant increase in economic, social and individual uncertainties (Kashyap &

Raghuvanshi, 2020). Following, this thesis fills this gap by exploring the conditions for

organisational attractiveness that companies have to navigate in times of crisis. Hence, the

unique case of Company X, being involved in developing a Covid-19 vaccine and therefore

being in the spotlight of international mass media, presents a rare opportunity to investigate

the concept of employer knowledge and further explore the topic within the scientific field.

On top of that, we identified a gap in previous research that explores employer knowledge by

emphasising the contextual background of the target group. Our research explores the

sensitivity to contextual backgrounds by integrating the different characteristics of the target

group (business/science and International/Swedish) into our empirical findings and analysis.
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Theoretical framework

This thesis uses the employer knowledge framework by Cable and Turban (2001) as a

theoretical concept. The following chapter outlines the three dimensions of employer

knowledge and how they relate to each other. In order to make sense of the theoretical

framework in the context of our research, we merged the concept of employer knowledge

with previous research and adapted our own theoretical framework. The framework is

presented at the end of this chapter.

Employer knowledge

Cable and Turban (2001) investigated the concept of employer knowledge by drawing upon

the conceptualisations of the marketing concepts of brand equity and brand knowledge. Their

study argues that employer knowledge, defined as a job seeker's beliefs towards a potential

employer, affects individuals' overall organisational attraction and job choice decisions

(Cable & Turban, 2001). Cable and Turban (2001) differentiate between the three related

dimensions of employer knowledge: employer familiarity, employer reputation and employer

image. All three dimensions of employer knowledge are related to each other and have the

combined power to influence the organisational attractiveness of an employer (Cable &

Turban, 2001).

Employer familiarity

Cable and Turban (2001)  define employer familiarity as "the level of awareness that a job

seeker has of an organisation" (p.124). Job seekers have to be aware of an organisation’s

existence in order to store knowledge about that organisation. This makes the concept of

employer familiarity the fundamental basis of employer knowledge (Cable & Turban, 2001).

Based on Aaker's (1991) model of brand awareness, Cable and Turban (2001) conceptualised
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the different employer familiarity levels ranging from unawareness (job seeker never heard of

the organisation), recognition (job seeker recognises the name of the employer), recall (job

seeker is familiar with the employer and have limited knowledge about, e.g. the products) and

top of the mind awareness (the organisation is the first employer recalled by the job seeker).

Employer image

The employer image portrays the "set of beliefs held by a job seeker about an employer"

(Cable & Turban, 2001, p.125). It can be subdivided into the three categories: employer

information, job information and people information. Employer information refers to

descriptive details of the firm, such as factual information, historical attributes and

company-specific processes, norms or policies. Job information consists of the knowledge a

potential employee acquires about the specific job, including the type of work, the job title

and description, the salary level and career opportunities (Cable & Turban, 2001; Jurgensen,

1978; Lacy et al., 1983). The third category, people information, refers to the individuals

involved with the respective organisation, such as potential co-workers. In general,

individuals feel more comfortable with others who are viewed as similar to them (Byrne,

1969).

Employer reputation

Organisational reputation can be defined as a public evaluation of an organisation relative to

other organisations (Fombrun & Shanley, 1990). Based on this definition, Cable and Turban

(2001) conceptualise employer reputation as "a job seeker's belief about the public's affective

evaluation of the organisation" (p.127). The difference between employer reputation and

employer image is that reputation describes how individuals believe others evaluate the

organisation. In contrast, the image consists of the individual's own beliefs about the

employer. Following, employer image includes an affective evaluation component while
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employer reputation does not (Cable & Turban, 2001). Previous studies revealed that

reputation signals employer attributes and behaviours (Fombrun & Shanley, 1990; Swait et

al., 1993).

Making sense of theory and previous research

In order to answer the research questions, we devised a framework that is based on the

theoretical concept of employer knowledge by Cable and Turban (2003), the information

sources of Dowling (1986) and the concept of organisational attractiveness (Lievens et al.,

2005). As shown in Figure 2, we aim to investigate how information gathered from the three

information sources by Dowling (1986) impacted the three employer knowledge dimensions:

employer familiarity, employer image and employer reputation. Moreover, the thesis explores

how university students used different information sources for forming employer knowledge

about Company X and if a connection could be found between employer knowledge and

organisational attractiveness. Based on the relationship between the employer knowledge

dimensions and organisational attractiveness (Lievens et al., 2005), we further investigate

how the information sources in the context of the Covid-19 as pandemic affected the

organisational attractiveness of Company X.
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Figure 2

Theoretical framework of the thesis

To match the different kinds of information with the respective information sources, we

derived sub-categories of information sources based on the three information sources by

Dowling (1986). The overview is presented in the following table.

Table 1

Adapted information sources by Dowling (1986)

Some of the information sources can or cannot be directly controlled by the organisation

(Kanar et al., 2010; Panico et al., 2014). Following, we categorised the information sources

into the three categories controlled by the organisation, partly controlled by the organisation

22



and not controlled by the organisation. The company's internal communication, such as job

advertisements or publicity releases, is considered company controlled. Not directly

controllable information sources are media and word of mouth conversations with

non-employees such as friends and family. We defined partly controllable information

sources as sources that the organisation can control to a certain extent. This includes personal

experience such as being part of an application process, the word of mouth conversations of

employees with the target group and education related information sources. Education related

information sources are partly controllable since this category does not only include guest

lectures by representatives of Company X but also what is presented about Company X in

general during the academic education.

In the context of our study, we define media as a collective term for various media outlets

such as traditional media (print media, newspaper, radio, television, magazines) and digital

media (online newspaper, social media). When using the term media in the thesis, we refer to

all media outlets mentioned above. It will be mentioned if a specific media outlet is relevant

to our study.
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Methodology

This section explains the chosen methods for collecting and analysing the data. Additionally,

a reflection on the quality of the analysis as well as ethical considerations is given.

Methodological approach

We have chosen to approach our research analysis through a qualitative lens. More

specifically, we have decided to approach qualitative analysis from an interpretivist

epistemological position, which means that the focus lies on understanding and examining

the participants' interpretation of the study (Bryman, 2016). Through qualitative research

methods, we gathered in-depth data about the information and information sources students

use to form their employer knowledge and therefore reach a nuanced and thorough result.

Data collection

The data was collected by conducting semi-structured interviews with students residing in

Sweden who currently pursue a university degree in science or business. The method of

semi-structured interviews was chosen to ensure an open dialogue and let the participants

determine the direction of the interviews (cf. Bryman, 2016). The following sub-chapters

present the different steps of data collection.
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Sampling strategy and participants

Considering the scope of the thesis, we set the following requirements to participate in the

study:

● Master’s or bachelor’s students within their last year before graduating

● Students within the business or science field

● Currently living in Sweden

● Swedish or international background

Students were chosen as the target group as they present a population of interest in a

competitive labour market environment for employers such as Company X. We choose

students close to graduating as they are on the verge of entering the labour market and are,

presumably, for the first time stepping into full-time positions within their study field. That

makes them a valuable asset for organisations such as Company X.

We aimed to gather perspectives from different study fields to see if the dimensions of

employer knowledge of Company X differ between them. The two occupational groups,

Business and Science, were picked due to their relevance for potential positions at Company

X, with the latter target group especially being of interest to the company due to the

pharmaceutical background of the case company. The Business target group includes

bachelor's or master's students in their final year enrolled in business related education

programs (e.g. management, human resources, marketing, leadership, finance, economics

etc.) at public universities in Sweden. The participants within the Science target group were

eligible if they were at the end of their bachelor- or master’s studies within a scientific field

(e.g. biology, chemistry, biopharma, molecular biology, pharmacy etc.) at a public university

located in Sweden.
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We choose to limit the study to students living in Sweden since we are collaborating with the

Swedish side of the case company, and their main focus lies on the Swedish labour market.

However, Company X is interested in specific qualities amongst their candidates and often

recruits internationally. Based on that, we added the perspective of Swedish versus

International students. We define international students as students living and studying in

Sweden without identifying themselves as Swedish. Most international students had a

European background, except for two students from South Africa and the United States of

America. However, the students had to be residing in Sweden when the study took place.

As the study requires a selection based on the above-described criteria, we chose a purposive

sampling technique (Bryman, 2016; Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Purposive sampling often

involves more than one sampling approach to reach the target group successfully (Bryman,

2016). Initially, we reached out to potential participants using the convenience sampling

approach. This approach allowed us to use the availability of participants in our private or

professional reach due to our nature as students. To reach a broader response group, we

contacted 15 relevant Swedish university faculties via e-mail and requested to forward an

informative text about the interviews to the relevant student population. On top of that, we

directly approached the target group via the social media platform LinkedIn after filtering

with the LinkedIn search engine for candidates that fit the requirements. Further participants

were recruited via snowball sampling, where already interviewed participants proposed other

participants who met the relevant characteristics for the research (Bryman, 2016).

While reaching out to potential participants, we ensured that the number of participants was

split equally between the study fields (business/science), their nationality

(Swedish/International), and their gender. We later realised that gender had no visible impact

on our data analysis. Hence, we did not focus on gender in the results presented.
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Interviews process

In order to reach geographically dispersed participants (Germain et al., 2017), the interviews

were all conducted digitally with the help of the video communications platform Zoom.

Zoom allowed a wider selection of participants as it removed travel costs and possible

Covid-19 restrictions. All interviews were conducted in English. Most interviews were

conducted with both researchers present, except for two interviews held separately due to

scheduling conflicts.

The interviews began with a presentation of the researchers, the study's aim and background.

We added further information about participation being voluntary and anonymous.

Additionally, we informed the participants about how the interview will be arranged and the

collected data will be stored. One researcher took over the lead throughout the interviews

while the other made notes. All interviews began with the verbal consent of each subject. The

duration of the interviews varied between 27-85 minutes each.

We initially conducted one pilot interview to understand and test the method’s suitability and

quality of the interview guideline. In doing so, we gained experience in conducting

interviews as well as testing if the structure of the interview guideline was appropriate for the

study (Bryman, 2016).

Over the course of 28 days, 20 interviews were conducted. The number of interviews was

determined through a combination of available resources, access to the target audience and

the recognition of reaching the data saturation point (Bryman, 2016). The following table

provides an overview of the participants, their nationality, study field, study level, study

programme, and duration of the interviews.
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Table 2

Overview of the informants

Interview guideline

The interview guideline (see Appendix 1) consists of 18 main questions within the five

categories; origin questions, employer knowledge formation in general, context of the

Covid-19 pandemic, the case of Company X and concluding questions. The first three

questions within the origin questions category serve as introductory questions and aim to

facilitate the discussion (Esaiasson et al., 2012). The second category, employer knowledge

formation in general, ranges from questions 3 to 7 and aims to identify what information

sources were used by the interviewees to build up employer knowledge from a general,
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holistic perspective. The following category consists of question 8, which concerns the

context of the Covid-19 pandemic and examines if the pandemic impacted the general

employer knowledge formation process. From questions 9 to 15, a particular focus lays on the

case company and how the respective interviewee built existing employer knowledge about

Company X. While questions 9 to 11 aim to investigate the level of employer familiarity,

questions 12 to 13 gather the current employer image and questions 14 to 15 the perceived

employer reputation of the case company. One substantial part of conducting the

semi-structured interviews was that as soon as the interviewees mentioned different aspects

of their employer knowledge, the researchers used follow-up questions to identify which

information sources were used to form this specific part of their employer knowledge. This

category uses the approach to first identify the existing employer knowledge and perception

of organisational attractiveness to trace back which information source was used to form it.

The final three questions, 16 to 18, within the closing questions category serve to round up

the interview and gather the information that has not been previously addressed.

The researcher's position and relation to Company X

This study has been conducted with both researchers having a relation to Company X. This

includes a thesis student contract with specific regulations, such as a non-disclosure

agreement. One of the researchers had previously conducted an internship at the company

and had some insight information about the working methods and values of the company,

whilst the other researcher had no previous contact with the organisation. While the research

subject and scope were developed in cooperation with Company X, the researchers made all

other decisions concerning the thesis themselves. As we have conducted the study whilst

being in correspondence with Company X, there is a risk of the researchers being positively

biased towards the company. We have done our best to try and be neutral and true to the data.
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Following this, we made it clear to the informants that we do not represent the organisation or

will reveal any individual data to the company. Throughout the duration of the thesis project,

we held four meetings with Company X and a limited number of email exchanges in order to

inform the company supervisors about the progress.

Data analysis

We used thematic analysis (TA) to analyse the collected data (c.f. Bryman, 2016). TA is a

widely used analytical method to “identify themes and patterns of meaning across a dataset

in relation to the research question” (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p.175). This approach was

selected due to its flexibility in terms of interpreting the data. In the analysis, we will be using

an abductive thematic analysis approach. By having an abductive approach, we can construct

some themes in reference to our framework while also identifying themes that might not align

with the original theory (cf. Bryman, 2016).

Braun and Clarke (2013)  provide a seven step guideline for carrying out TA in the context of

a qualitative study. The first phase consists of transcribing the interview material. Upon the

interviewee’s consent, the interviews were recorded via the record function of the used

software Zoom. Transcribing is considered a very time-consuming activity, and due to time

constraints, the transcribing tool from the software otter.ai was used. However, the results had

to be manually revised due to errors made by the software. The second phase, reading and

familiarisation, concerns becoming intimately familiar with the dataset. This involves reading

and re-reading the transcripts to notice things of interest, such as overall impressions or first

conceptual ideas (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Once we were familiar with the data, the coding

process started. Codes are defined as “the most basic segment, or element, of the raw data or

information that can be accessed in a meaningful way regarding the phenomenon” (Boyatzis,
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1998, p. 63). In this stage, notions from the text are attributed to certain codes (Braun &

Clarke, 2006).

To keep an overview of the codes and sub-categories, we created a Microsoft Excel sheet that

included all raw data. Every code was marked with the respective anonymised informant

number. To identify if the code belonged to a business/science or International/Swedish

student, we used the VLOOKUP function in Microsoft Excel. This function automatically

copies the relevant information in the columns next to the single code. This enabled us to

filter the different codes and sub-categories according to the contextual background of the

students. Following these steps, the themes were reviewed, adjusted and named within the

three theme categories: themes, sub-themes and basic themes (codes). Based on those steps,

the final analysis was written.

The quality of qualitative analysis - The four criterions of trustworthiness

To establish the quality of the qualitative research, we used the trustworthiness approach

(Bryman, 2016). This approach is based on Lincoln and Guba's (1985, as cited in Bryman,

2016) belief that the criteria of reliability and validity standards premise that there is a single

absolute account of reality. Instead, the need is to specify the quality of qualitative research.

We aim to achieve this through the four criterions of trustworthiness which are credibility,

transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Bryman, 2016).

Credibility

As there can be several different accounts of social reality, the criterion of credibility looks at

how credible the conclusions that we as researchers draw from an interview and how

acceptable the interpretation is to others (cf. Bryman, 2016). To establish credibility, we must

ensure that we practise research according to the established guidelines. Moreover, the
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researcher must confirm the findings with the members of the social world that the researcher

is studying (Bryman, 2016). The way we have approached this is through informant

validation. To assure informant validation during the interviews, we summarised how we

interpreted the students' answers. Following, we asked the informants if we had perceived the

intent or core of the answers in the way they wanted to portray it. By having the participants

validate whether our interpretation aligns with what they meant to portray, we believe that the

data collected is credible.

Transferability

In the context of qualitative research, it is most common to go in depth rather than aiming at a

wide variety of subjects. To achieve this, one can study individuals that share specific

characteristics (such as being students about to enter the labour market). The findings are

therefore often specified towards a significant aspect of the social world, making the results

less transferable. To counteract this, the trustworthiness approach recommends describing the

participants in detail in order to make the sampling group more accessible and easier for

others to replicate or determine the trustworthiness (Bryman, 2016). We have therefore

provided a thorough description of how we reached our interviews (see chapters Sampling

strategy and participants), how the interviews were conducted (see chapter Interview

process) and information about the participants themselves (as provided in Table 2 -

Overview of the informants). This makes it easier for others to judge the transferability of our

findings to other social contexts.

Dependability

To ensure the dependability of the qualitative analysis, Lincoln and Guba (1985, as cited in

Bryman, 2016) advise transparency. The purpose of this is to provide records of the selection

process (see chapter Sampling strategy and participants) and data analysis decisions so that
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readers can act as auditors to help establish how well procedures have been adhered to

(Bryman, 2016). In order to achieve this, we have aspired to be as transparent as ethically

possible in our description of the participants (see chapter Sampling strategy and participants

and chapter Interview process), the data they provided, our data analysis decisions and the

contextual environment that the study took place in.

Confirmability

The criterion of confirmability is pertained to the objectivity of the researchers (Bryman,

2016). Lincoln and Guba (1985, as cited in Bryman, 2016) recognise that complete

objectivity is impossible. Following this, the researchers shall not allow their subjective

opinions, personal values, or theoretical biases to impact the study's results noticeably.

Therefore, we have been careful not to engage in discussion or try to lead the interviews in a

certain direction. We have done our best to be as neutral as possible regarding varying

opinions and reassured the informants that any opinions are free to be expressed.

By adhering to the four criterions of trustworthiness presented by Lincoln and Guba (1985,

as cited in Bryman, 2016), we can offer a study that respects rigorous qualitative measures

and a result that genuinely reflect the perception of the participants at the time and date of the

conducted interviews.

Ethical considerations

One aspect that has always been at the forefront of the study is how to conduct the study in an

ethical manner. This is important, not only to safeguard the participants of the study but also

to ensure the quality of the study. In doing this, we have emphasised the four ethical

principles stated by Diener and Crandall (1978, as cited in Bryman, 2016, p.125):
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1. whether there is harm to participants;

2. whether there is a lack of informed consent;

3. whether there is an invasion of privacy;

4. whether deception is involved.

During the interviews, one of our main priorities was to ensure that the participants felt safe

and comfortable and that their opinions were correctly understood. All participants were

informed about the purpose of the study as well as the subject matter before and again during

the interview. The students had the choice to conduct the interviews digital or face-to-face.

Furthermore, Swedish or German speaking students were given the option to conduct the

interview in Swedish, German or English in advance to ensure they felt comfortable

(although all chose English). Unfortunately, the same could not be offered to others due to the

limitations of the researcher’s capabilities. The students were informed about their voluntary

participation, their option not to answer one or several questions and their right to withdraw

from participating during the study. We also ensured the participants that the study would be

completely confidential and that names, locations or other clues that could complicate

confidentiality would be changed into a fictitious or coded substitute.
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Empirical results

The following section presents the five themes and twelve sub-themes generated from the

data analysis. Each theme and sub-theme will be presented in detail, including direct

quotations that support the idea behind the theme.

The following five themes were identified: A rise in visibility leads to attractiveness,

exploring the appeal of working at Company X, viewing Company X through media in the

context of Covid-19, and the opinions of others and the perception of the pharmaceutical

industry. Figure 3 presents a brief overview of the themes and subthemes. Additionally,

Appendix 2 shows a more detailed overview of the themes, subthemes and basic themes

(codes).

Figure 3

Themes and sub-themes generated from the qualitative interviews

A rise in visibility leads to attractiveness

This chapter explores how the students experienced the visibility and awareness of Company

X prior to and during the pandemic. Hence, the first sub-theme explores the first interaction

with Company X that facilitated the awareness of the company. Based on the development of

the heightened visibility in the media, the second sub-theme emphasises organisational

attractiveness in connection to media exposure.
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Becoming familiar with Company X

All students were aware of the existence of Company X. However, only fourteen of them

were aware of the company before the media exposure during the pandemic. To understand

how the awareness of Company X started, the informants explained the circumstances of

their first interaction with Company X.

The majority of students who were aware of Company X before the pandemic had their first

interaction with the company due to the geographical location of the company sites. In most

cases, the students either grew up next to one of the company sites or other people made them

aware of the company's existence when moving to [City 1]. Another source of awareness of

Company X was the academic education of science students. This includes guest lectures by

representatives of Company X, university teachers that mention Company X as an example or

students that searched for university internships and therefore got familiar with Company X.

Other students stated that they first heard of the company through friends or relatives working

for Company X.

My dad works at Company X and every Christmas, they used to throw a big

Christmas party for all employees. So, I think that was the first time I really got

to know them. But I was a kid, so my first impression was just like oh that’s a

huge building and an amazing Christmas party. (Informant No. 16 - Swedish,

Science)

This statement was told by a science student whose father is working at Company X. Events

such as the annual Christmas party made her first aware of the company and provided her

with the first impression of Company X being a big company. According to that informant,

events such as the Christmas party and the fact that the father works at Company X shaped

the student’s impression and perception of the company since childhood.
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Six business students were unaware of Company X before the Covid-19 pandemic. The

students expressed that they learned about the company through the media reporting in the

middle of the pandemic. In most cases, the media outlets that made them aware of Company

X were national online newspapers or news shows on TV.

Establishing a household name

The students expressed that the high media exposure during the pandemic led to increased

global visibility of Company X. Some students only obtained an awareness of the company

through the media reports. The students aware of the company expressed that they gained

even more knowledge about the company through the media.

I don’t know really, I guess I always recognized the name since I grew up here

and it’s within my field. But now with the media outburst and everything,

everyone knows about it. I would say it’s just common knowledge now. The

media kind of made it a household name. (Informant No. 20 - Swedish, Science)

In the quote above, informant number 20 believes that the organisation is known enough to

be considered common knowledge. Several participants vaguely remembered or had heard

the name before but grew more conscious about the organisation in relation to the Covid-19

pandemic. That the organisation is viewed as a household name now affects the attraction that

the students have towards the company. For example, informant number 7 (Swedish,

Business) stated that she would “love to” work for the organisation. Several other students

indicated that it would be an attractive company name on their CV. Another student expresses

that the name ”counts for something. It's not just a nobody company, but it has a name and a

network” (Informant No. 5, International, Business).
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I was looking for jobs at Company X’s website like I didn’t find the job

advertisement on any other platform, I strictly went to their website and looked

for jobs. Which I wouldn’t have done pre-Covid because I wouldn’t even have

known that his company exists nor that it’s located in [City 1]. (Informant No . 1

- International, Business)

In the statement above, the student expresses that the intention to apply emerged through

getting to know the company due to the media exposure. Before the Covid-19 pandemic, the

student was unaware of the company and would not have considered visiting the career

webpage to view job opportunities. None of the students expressed that they would not apply

due to the partly negative media attention.

Exploring the appeal of working at Company X

The following section explores the organisational attractiveness of Company X and the

factors that influenced the perception of wanting to work for Company X. The two topics that

stood out were career opportunities and organisational culture. The first sub-theme presents

how the students perceive their career opportunities at Company X and how the perception

differs between business and science students. The second sub-theme about organisational

culture covers how the students picture the working environment, the corporate values and

the potential co-workers by exploring the information sources they use to gather the

information.

Perceived opportunities and the differences between business vs science

Most of the informants considered Company X a desirable employer. The students would

consider applying for a position within the company. When asked about the factors

contributing to Company X being viewed as an attractive employer, informants considered its

international stature, size and possible career development. Moreover, the students pictured

that the workplace is structured with clear job roles, appropriate equipment in the lab, clear
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delegation of responsibility and a high level of workload. The informants based this

information on factual knowledge, assumptions on industry or having learned it from

employees currently working at Company X. Several of the informants recognised Company

X to be one of the top employers within their field. They, therefore, assumed that the process

of applying to the organisation would be very competitive among applicants. Some

informants had first-hand knowledge of having applied to or knowing someone who had

applied to the graduate programme of Company X. Others assumed it would be an intense

application process based on the big company size and that “it’s usually like that in those big

companies” (Informant No. 11 – International, Science).

However, a pattern occurred with several business students assuming that there are no or

limited career options for their profession at Company X. As Informant 1 explains below,

Company X rather seems to target job seekers within the biopharmaceutical sector.

I don't really have lots of expectations regarding Company X as an employer,

but still, I'd say that they're more into the medicine development and pharma

people and, therefore, maybe not as much looking for more business-related

people as I am. (Informant No. 1 – International, Business)

This pattern was found amongst several business students regardless of their Swedish or

international background.  The respective business students based this assumption on the

pharmaceutical background of the company and the lacking visibility of career opportunities

within Company X. One business student explained that Company X was never mentioned in

any study related topics such as case studies or best practice examples. According to the

informant, companies such as Ikea, Spotify or Volvo are frequently used as examples during

their academic education, making them more visible as potential employers. Other business

students pointed out that they had never experienced Company X's employer branding

activities in their study occupation. In contrast, most science students mentioned study visits
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or guest lectures from Company X and professors who had done research or previously

worked for the company. The students reported that the education-related contacts with

Company X made the company more visible and attractive as an employer.

Organisational culture – assumption and interpersonal communication

When looking at organisational attractiveness, one pattern is how the informants reflect upon

the working culture of Company X. In general, the working environment at Company X is

perceived as positive. There is a similarity among the students regarding their use of

information sources in the context of organisational culture. When the students were asked to

describe the perceived working culture of Company X, they based their statements either on

pure assumptions or conversations with current employees (such as full and part-time

employees, thesis workers or interns). Other information sources, such as media or

conversations with non-employees, were hardly used to build an opinion about the

organisational culture of Company X.

A further example that illustrates this pattern is that the informants described Company X as

both a modern and traditional employer. On the one hand, the company is viewed as a not too

old school and a relaxed firm that is "not too strict about the dress code" (Informant No. 14,

Science – International). On the other hand, the history of Company X goes back many years

and gives the informants the idea that the company is rather traditional and hierarchical. The

students who perceive Company X as a relatively modern employer primarily received this

information from employees of Company X. In contrast, informants who attribute Company

X as traditional mostly assumed this based on past experience in other multinational

companies. Other values that the informants associated with the company are scientific,

respectful, proud and collaborative. When investigating where, for example, the value proud

came from, the students expressed that employees seemed proud working for Company X. In
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this case, the students who had no previous relation to Company X assumed that employees

must be proud about Company X succeeding in developing a Covid vaccine. However, other

informants observed that employees of Company X talk proudly about their job tasks and

research projects. One example is described by informant 19, who attended a study visit of a

representative of Company X.

And also during a study visit of Company X at our university, the employee

representing the company presented their products very proudly. I think it was

the inhaler from Company X that he referred to. You really saw that he was

happy working there. (Informant No. 19 – Swedish, Science)

Most of the informants had no clear picture of the character traits, appearance or emotions of

people working for the company. Those informants mainly had a science background and

reported about employees that they personally knew. The employees were described as

friendly, happy, international and intelligent. On top of that, a few comments were made

about employees being "the typical sort of chemistry nerd that works in that field" (Informant

No. 15 – International, Science).

Viewing Company X through media in the context of Covid-19

The following section presents the sub-themes related to the increased media attention of

Company X. The first sub-theme covers the positive and negative information about

Company X that the students received from the media. The following sub-themes discuss

how the students reacted to the media and reflected on the content. The last section deals with

the longevity of media attention and how the students refer to the media exposure nowadays.

Generating employer knowledge through media

The following section deals with the aspects of employer knowledge about Company X

formed due to the increased media attention during the pandemic. All informants were aware
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of the media coverage and had heard different information based on various media outlets.

According to the students, the tone of the reports changed based on the different media

platforms. While an informant witnessed a rather respectful discussion about Company X and

the vaccine on LinkedIn, other informants referred to a very rough and negative tone in

mainstream online media.

The knowledge that the informants formed due to the pandemic mostly relates to the

production and distribution of the vaccine. The perception of the vaccine could be divided

into the two categories; positive attributes and negative attributes. The positive attributes

relate to Company X being one of the first companies that successfully brought a Covid

vaccine to the market and therefore tried to provide a way out of the pandemic. The negative

attributes refer to the lower efficiency of the vaccine, possible side effects, the suspension of

the vaccine in several countries and the introduction of an age restriction for patients. In

general, the students expressed that they heard more negative than positive news about

Company X in the media.

For the students who were unaware of the company before the pandemic, the media attention

also provided basic information about the company, such as the locations and the industry

field. For example, informant number 3 expressed that the media reports provided her with

information about the countries in which Company X operates.

When they [the media] compared the vaccines, they sometimes put a flag next

to the Company names to show from which country they are. That’s when I

realised that Company X is from [Country 1] and [Country 2]. (Informant No. 3

- International, Business)

The only Covid-related information that did not emerge from the media is the fact that

Company X donates vaccines to financially weak countries. The information was provided by

an employee of Company X and “changed the view on this whole vaccination thing and the
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negative media of Company X” (Informant  No. 3 – International, Business) for the respective

student. Only one additional student heard about this fact in the media.

Clear separation of media output and Company X

The students tended to distinguish between the informational news about the singular product

that Company X produced and the organisation's entirety and as an employer. All informants

mentioned that they heard about the vaccine in the mass media and discussed the media

information about the product or the Covid-19 outbreak with friends and family. However,

the students expressed that Company X as an employer was not a topic in this context.

I was just like: Okay, I don't want to get that vaccine. But I wasn't like: Okay,

now, I'm never going to buy any medicine from Company X again. So it was

more like this one time didn't influence me that much. It was more like, okay,

just make sure to not get that vaccine. (Informant No. 9 – Swedish, Business)

In this instance, informant number 9 separates one specific product from Company X's other

products. Other informants shared a similar view. Several students emphasised that the media

is not grasping the complexity of producing a new product in a rush.

But I would say the publicity at least in my mind, the publicity got around that. I

would have rather maybe gotten Company X’s publicity than the publicity that

some of the other ones got for sort of raising vaccine prices or all that kind of

stuff. Like okay, well, they tried to make a vaccine and they didn't get it

perfectly right. Because coming from a chemistry background, you can kind of

understand that. Well, chemistry, biology and vaccines are complex, you know.

And so you can picture the researchers trying and maybe not getting there.

(Informant No. 15 – International, Science)

Here informant number 15 acknowledges that perhaps other companies managed to produce a

better vaccine. However, that didn’t necessarily favour their media reporting or attraction as

an employer, as their media reporting made them come off as more profit-driven.
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Frustration over Covid-19 media content

A reoccurring view amongst the students was the frustration over the nature of media

headlines and the way news about Company X were reported. This trend is seen especially

amongst students within the science field, but the reactions were in no way limited to only

one group. No prominent variance could be detected in relation to nationality. In the

following quote, informant number 13 explains that they first heard of Company X in the

media in relation to the Covid-19 vaccine being produced. The student observed that the

development of the media reporting went from neutral to positive and then more negative

over time as the reporting became more exaggerated.

The first time I was hearing about Company X, it was because they were

discussing which companies were going to develop the Covid vaccine and then

they [the media] were highlighting that Company X was the first nonprofit one.

Their aim was not to develop a vaccine to get money, which is what they always

say about the other ones. Then of course the side effects started to pop up and

people started to freak out and the media exaggerated it a lot, for I don't know

for what reason. I checked the numbers at WHO [World Health Organization]

that they were publishing, and then I checked a couple of papers that were being

published at the time. (Informant No. 13 – International, Science)

In the quote, we can identify a confusion in informant number 13’s perception of how they

believed the media should have reported about Covid-19 and Company X. The informant

went as far as to double check the media content to find that the reporting was not in line with

the results that scientific research indicated.

The students reported that they found the media representation of Company X to be

sensationalising or even exaggerating. In the following quote, informant number 14 believes

that this might result from different types of media businesses having different incentives for
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their actions.  According to the informant, the motivation for creating an intriguing

‘click-worthy’ headline is to gain a broader audience and earn a larger profit.

Yes and obviously the media is a business for itself and you want people to read

your magazine. The most clicks and shocking stories. It sells more to say: Oh

there was a 24 year old guy who died because of the vaccine from Company X.

(Informant No.14 – International, Science)

Similar sentiments can be found in the responses of other participants as well. For example,

other students realised that the media reporting was not in line with the scientific facts and

that the media reporting did not affect their perception of Company X.

I read a lot that the media was blowing it a little bit out of proportion, how

dangerous this vaccine was, or how less effective it was. So I don't think it [the

media headlines] affected my general perception of Company X. I still

respect… Have a high respect for the company. (Informant No. 6 – Swedish,

Business)

We can especially see the confusion and frustration coming forward in the responses given by

informant number 6 and in the following quote by informant number 16. The student

compared the side effects of the vaccine with other medications. The student's view is that the

side effects were not  worse than other medications, which was especially prevalent amongst

students within the scientific field.
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Yeah like when it came to the side effects, it is reasonable to be a little bit

sceptical towards it, but you also need to consider the context. Like you are not

going to die of Company X’s vaccine when birth control has exactly the same

side effects and then, I don't know. I become a bit defensive. (Informant No. 16

– Swedish, Science)

The longevity of media attention at the later stage of the pandemic

When asking the students about media in general and how it affects their perception of other

companies, most students believed that media could change their perception of that company

to a great extent. This applied especially in situations when the media reporting had been of a

more negative stature. However, when it came to answering the same type of question, after

having discussed the negative media attention of Company X, no informant said that they

could not entertain the thought of working for Company X. The students still believed the

organisation to be attractive. A number of informants downplayed the media reporting of

Covid-19, making it apparent that the media reporting about the Covid-19 vaccine had less of

an effect on their perception of Company X as attractive than how they answered in regard to

any general company.

Oh, you mean the little side effects or? Ah, okay. Yes, of course. I know that. I

was like, was it someone being raped? Or, you know, I was thinking about

bigger things. Yeah. Okay. To be honest, I haven't really thought about it since

then. (Informant No. 9 – Swedish, Business)

In the above quotation, we had asked informant number 9 if the student had heard any

positive or negative media about Company X. At first, the student could not recall any

negative media reporting. However, it turned out that the student remembered the media

about the side effects but did not perceive them as negative. Instead, the student defined

negative media as reporting about severe offences such as reports about sexual misconduct.
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Other informants made similar suggestions by mentioning offences such as discrimination or

bribery.

The majority of the students had not thought about the negative media of Company X in a

while. Being in the later stage of the pandemic, several informants had observed a decrease in

media reporting about Company X.

I haven’t really heard anything about Company X in a while. It feels like the

attention is fading away and people forget about it all. In general, the media

about the pandemic decreased and it feels… It’s the same with Company X.

(Informant No. 14 - International, Science).

As informant number 14 describes, the Covid-centred media attention appears to have

declined and as a result, the informant hasn’t thought about Company X in a while. This was

the case with several informants who didn’t make an immediate connection to Company X

and the negative media reports, but rather that they were one among several companies

producing a vaccine. Several participants were not sure what information it was they had

heard in the media in connection to a particular pharmaceutical company.

The opinions of others

The following sub-themes explore how the students perceived the opinions of others about

Company X and how this impacts their own perception. Additionally, we discovered

differences in reputation due to the informants' contextual backgrounds.

The importance of reputation

The informants agreed that the opinion of others about a potential employer is important.

They consider the opinion of others when making a job decision. The participants wanted to

feel proud of working at a specific company. They wish for an employer that gives them “an

ego boost” (Informant No. 4 – International, Business) as well as not making them “lose face
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due to bad behaviour of the employer” (Informant No. 13 – International, Business). This

becomes especially visible when employers are in the media's spotlight due to corporate

misconduct or acting irresponsibly. Common incidents that would impact the employer

reputation and, therefore, the intention to apply are CSR scandals. Examples are purposely

polluting the environment or exploiting employees. As explained by informant 6, the opinion

of a close relative made the informant change their intention to work at a certain employer

that was in the media spotlight due to misconduct.

And when I applied at Amazon, my mom actually judged me a little bit for it,

like how dare you apply to a company like that? So no, it was definitely not on

the top of my list of favourite employers. (Informant No. 6 - Swedish, Business)

It is noticeable that different people impact the opinion of an individual in different ways. For

instance, informants agreed that they would listen to close family members or people with

expertise. On top of that, some informants mentioned a certain number of people that could

make them rethink an employer. Other informants expressed that they would not care about

the opinion of a few friends. Still, if most of their friends have a negative reputation toward a

potential employer, they would consider not applying.

The students had a wide-ranging opinion on how the public perceives Company X post the

media attention. Around half of the informants believed that the public has a neutral opinion

about the company. Other students thought that the public has a rather negative reputation of

Company X since they assume that the public only relates the negative media with Company

X. The majority of informants believed that the public thinks worse about Company X than

themselves. According to them, the public perceives the company negatively or neutrally. At

the same time, the informants ensured that the media did not affect them in the same way

since they are able to reflect and think critically about mass media reporting. However, when

the students talked about the influence of others on the intention to apply to Company X,
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most of the students assumed that people would support their decision to apply to Company

X. As informant 7 explains in the subsequent statement, they assume positive feedback from

others when applying especially due to the pharmaceutical nature of Company X.

But if I told my friends, I'm applying for a job at Company X, I think they

would be encouraging towards it. Because the view on the company, I think has

changed that they're, they are doing a project that is so involved in people's lives

today. So for me, I would say I would get a possible positive response from my

friends and family by saying I'm applying for a job at Company X. (Informant

No. 7 – Swedish, Business).

Informant number 3 (International, Business) even referred to it being “fun to apply there

since everyone knows the company by now”. However, some science students assumed they

had to explain to non-science persons why they would start a job at Company X and that the

company “is more than just the vaccine” (Informant No. 12, International, Science).

Another notion occurred with the two students studying within the chemistry field. Both

stated that the importance of a scandal-free employer does not apply to the chemistry industry

since many chemical companies work in industries that are negatively perceived by the

public.

It’s different in the chemistry industry since you have a lot of companies that

have a bad reputation due to being oil or petroleum companies. But if you study

chemistry, this is obviously a potential employer due to the field. (Informant No.

15 – International, Science).

Here informant number 15 points out that many potential employers within the field of

chemistry have negative connotations about the products they produce or the industry they

operate within.
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Discrepancies of reputation within and outside Sweden

With half of the informants growing up outside of Sweden, we got a unique insight into the

informants’ perception of Company X within and outside of Sweden. When comparing the

presentation of Company X both in media and private conversations in Sweden versus their

home country, the informants realised differences. According to the international students,

Company X was mostly unknown in their home country before the pandemic. Therefore,

their friends and family connect Company X exclusively with the vaccine. The informants

perceived the media in their home countries as more harmful than the media in Sweden.

According to the informants, the reason is the lack of awareness of Company X in their home

country before the pandemic.

It feels like that in Germany they talked more negatively about the vaccine from

Company X. So I assume that people there also have more negative thoughts

about the company compared to Swedish people who already know the

company and that they did other medical stuff before the Covid pandemic. It’s

because they are more familiar with the company. (Informant No. 1 –

International, Business)

In the above quote, informant number 1 identifies that the media in their home country was

relatively negative. Therefore, the student assumes that the company's reputation is more

negative abroad compared to Sweden.

The perception of the pharmaceutical industry

The following section explores the students’ perception of the pharmaceutical industry and

the connotations that come with working in the pharmaceutical industry, in comparison, with

academia.
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Stereotyping the industry – shady, structured, or big pharma?

During the interviews, the students shared their thoughts about the pharmaceutical industry

and the preconceived ideas and assumptions that ensue by producing pharmaceutical

products. All participants found that one of the effects of the Covid-19 reporting was

increased reporting about different biotechnological and pharmaceutical organisations, raising

new awareness of the major organisations operating within the field that was in a rush to

produce a vaccine. However, not all informants knew particularly descriptive information

about Company X. Instead, when asked about the organisation, the informants answered in

relation to stereotypes or perceptions of the industry. These answers varied very high and low

amongst informants, independent of their nationality or study field. Whilst the students,

regardless of their familiarity with Company X, had assumptions about the industry, there

was a distinction in the nuances of these perceptions and the informational sources used to

learn more about or investigate the company. A majority of students within the field of

business, in relation to very few of those studying science, perceived the industry as being

financially driven, less scientific, or even nasty or shady.

I mean, they [the pharmaceutical industry] are pretty shady. Most of those

companies, they're usually, if you go to their Wikipedia, there's always a section

of like scandals, where they did a bunch of stuff, which is like, ufff okay that's

weird. So, I mean, I haven't searched for Company X, but there are a lot of other

companies like that. (Informant No. 4 – International, Bhads)

In the above quote, informant number 4 explains that they view the industry as unreliable.

The student is aware of previous scandals relating to organisations operating within the field.

However, a few business students had previously been in contact with Company X. This

occurred either through knowing someone from the organisation or the medical field, by

personally using their products or previously considered studying within the science field.
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Those students had the perception of a structured, clinical and clean environment at Company

X.

It's probably because it's in the healthcare industry. And because if they work

with something that has to be regulated, I'm assuming the products are in high

demand, like, so they have to make sure that no one… That their product doesn't

get in the wrong hands. (Informant No. 6 – Swedish, Business)

In the above quote, informant number 6 explains their reasoning as to why the company

probably is very regulated, namely because the healthcare industry is highly regulated and

that the products are in high demand.

‘Big pharma’ was a reoccurring term that the participants used to describe the industry.

Informant number 17 (Swedish, Science) expressed that the student views the company as

“hierarchical, powerful and big pharma”. However, the connotation that the students had to

the term big pharma varied from something positive to something negative. Once again, a

discrepancy was found between business and science students. Overall, the latter group had a

more positive view of the role and purpose of companies that would qualify as big pharma.

I think I have a very neutral to positive view of the company. And I would guess

that most people also have the same. I can't imagine why people would

necessarily dislike the company. Except for people that dislike big pharma.

(Informant No.15 – International, Science)

Informant number 15 expressed how the perception of Company X had been affected by the

ongoing pandemic and recognized that there is usually a positive or negative connotation to

the classification of big pharma and that people are either for or against the term. There is, for

example, a clear contrast in the differentiating line of thought of informant number 10, who

believes that anything big pharma is negative. Informant number 10 has a clear disdain for

anything associated with big pharma. Throughout the interview, the student mentions several
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negative aspects associated with the industry and the power that comes with having leverage

and working in an environment where monetary incentives are big at play.

They are like big pharma. I'm sceptical to like people who make money from

people being in pain and stuff like that. It is kind of like they have a lot of

leverage, which they can misuse in certain times and during the course of

history. They probably have but it might not have been too bad or like, others

might have done it much worse, like, but it's like also dangerous how much

power can you get, when you have the cure, like when you have the things that

make people feel better when they're sick so you can very easily misuse it or

like, yeah, we're gonna increase the price on this specific drug, because we will

make a lot of money of it. (Informant No. 10 – Swedish, Business)

The status of academia vs industry amongst science students

A trend amongst science students was how they imagine job tasks at Company X within their

field and if those match their idea of the ideal job. Many of the science students highlighted

the importance of research being in line with their personal interests. Half of them pointed out

the belief that they could only find that freedom of research choice within academia.

Informant 13 highlights the benefits and disadvantages of industry and academia in the

following statement.

Well, this is always the big debate if you go into academia or the industry.

Academia allows you to do whatever you want within logic. Like you can

develop your own project whereas in pharmaceutical companies you enter a

project and then there's not a lot of deviation from there. For example, if you

have to develop a drug against this one specific antibody, there's not a lot else

that you can do. So that's the main attractive thing about academia. Industry, of

course, is way more stable and way better paid. (Informant No. 13 –

International, Science)

The benefits of academia mentioned by the students are the intellectual freedom to choose the

direction of research, more flexibility to conduct the research and the opportunity to publish

the work. In comparison, pursuing a career in the industry was associated with less research
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freedom and a financial-driven culture with tight deadlines. However, the science students

acknowledged the benefits of working in the industry, such as a higher salary and a stable

working environment.

It's actually quite interesting. During my time here at the university, we had

some guest lectures from the faculty and other scientists that often like to

present this narrative that the academic world is better than working for

companies. They say that companies have a financial interest and that the

academic world is kind of more striving for the scientific evolution. (Informant

No. 16 – Swedish, Science)

In the above quote, informant number 16 shared how they’ve been presented by the idea that

academia is superior to an industry job. These thoughts were influenced by university

teachings and the capitalist nature of society. Other informants shared similar lines of

thought. Further reasons to believe that the students can only find the freedom of choice in

academia were the financial obligations towards the stakeholders in the industry and the

pre-determined and set way to research medication.
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Discussion

The purpose of the thesis has been to investigate how students on the verge of entering the

labour market use different information sources for forming employer knowledge using the

example of the biotechnological and pharmaceutical Company X. Furthermore, we aimed to

discover how organisational attractiveness in the pharmaceutical industry has been influenced

by the increased media attention due to the Covid-19 pandemic. In the following section, we

will analyse our results within the concept of employer knowledge as introduced by Cable

and Turban (2001) and further developed by us. We further expand the analysis with the help

of previous research, the previously presented empirical material and by addressing the

study's research questions.

Employer knowledge formation during the Covid-19 pandemic

The following section answers the first research question: How did students form employer

knowledge during the Covid-19 crisis? Hence, we connect the three dimensions of employer

knowledge, employer familiarity, employer image and employer reputation, and link them

with the different information sources that the students were exposed to before and during the

pandemic. Furthermore, the perception of the pharmaceutical industry is described at the end

of the section.

Employer familiarity

Our results show that the media attention of Company X during the Covid-19 pandemic

resulted in a heightened awareness of Company X. To understand the extent of employer

knowledge that the students obtained, we categorised the informants to their employer

familiarity levels based on the theoretical framework of Cable and Turban (2001).
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Table 3

Employer familiarity levels by Cable and Turban (2001) adapted for Company X

Table 3 presents the employer familiarity levels we used for the analysis. To adjust the

existing familiarity levels by Cable and Turban (2001), we further developed the third

employer familiarity level recall to distinguish the different awareness levels better and

include the aspect of the Covid-19 related knowledge.

Figure 4

Informant's employer familiarity levels

Figure 4 visualises the current employer familiarity levels of the students. No informants can

be classified within the categories Unawareness or Recognition since the increased media

attention resulted in awareness for the five informants who were unaware of the company

56



before the pandemic. The three informants within Recall – Covid-related knowledge were

primarily international students with a business background. The category Recall – basic

knowledge was filled with mostly Swedish business students. The category Recall – detailed

knowledge consisted mainly of science students with a Swedish background who gained

awareness of Company X through their academic education. The informants who expressed

an explicit familiarity with Company X can be associated with the Top of the mind category.

These were two Swedish students with a science background who knew several people

working for the company, which provided in-depth knowledge. Both refer to Company X as

one of the most attractive employers for their professional future. The results show that

international business students tend to have a lower employer familiarity level than Swedish

business students. This phenomenon can be explained by Swedish people being more

exposed to Company X during their everyday life in their childhood and education. The fact

that science students have a higher familiarity level can be based on their study field and their

general interest in the biopharmaceutical industry. Since five students were unaware of

Company X before the pandemic, we can state that the media attention enabled employer

familiarity for them. According to Cable and Turban (2001), employer familiarity is strongly

connected to employer image and employer reputation, which will be discussed in the

following section.

Employer image

The employer image can be described as a set of beliefs held by individuals about an

employer (Cable & Turban, 2001). When applying the concept of employer image to

Company X, the students perceive the organisation as an attractive, structured, international

and well-established company. The students classify the company as a multinational big

pharma corporation with finance-driven goals. Working at Company X is associated with a
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high workload, a high level of responsibility and a wide range of development opportunities.

Moreover, the students connected Company X with the Covid-19 vaccine and the media

attention it caused. Using the example of the case Company X, it becomes clear that

numerous information sources are used to build and shape that employer knowledge. These

include the three information sources presented by Dowling (1986); personal experience,

interpersonal communication, and mass media communication. Our results show that the

sources are used to different extents and extract different information sets. We also found that

interpersonal communication (Dowling, 1986) with employees was mostly used as an

information source to evaluate different intangible aspects of the company, such as

organisational culture, corporate values or development opportunities (cf. Deephouse, 2000;

Panico et al., 2014). Personal experience through guest lectures or study visits also

contributed to the knowledge about Company X's tangible and intangible aspects (cf. Ader,

1995). Tangible elements about the company, such as factual information about the location,

size or products, are primarily generated through personal experience (e.g., growing up next

to the company or guest lectures at university) and media. An apparent pattern emerged that

showed that when the informants experienced a knowledge gap, they filled it with

assumptions based on the industry, media, or companies perceived as similar (cf. Rynes,

1991; Younis & Hammad, 2021).

Media as an information source appeared to be rather irrelevant for the informants to build up

employer knowledge about Company X before the Covid-19 pandemic. However, the

increased media attention due to the pandemic served as a source of employer knowledge

about Company X. The results indicate that the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic had a

tremendous impact on how familiar the participants were with the organisation (cf. Cable &

Turban, 2001). The media reporting of the organisation guided the company to become a

‘household’ name. The increased awareness of Company X resulted in the informants
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expanding their perception of Company X, both in relation to the employer image and

employer reputation. In doing so, we can add further emphasis to Lievens et al. (2005),

indicating that different factors contribute to the formulation of organisational attractiveness.

The results indicate that the familiarity with the organisation affects the perception of the

tasks and job positions associated with the organisation and the overall perception of

Company X as an employer. Moreover, we found that the interaction between organisational

attractiveness and how individuals pertain information is affected by how familiar the

individual is or has been with the organisation.

Employer reputation

The results show that the employer reputation of Company X, which can be defined as the

public’s evaluation of Company X (Cable & Turban, 2001), was perceived as neutral or

rather negative by the students. According to previous research, Kanar et al. (2015) and Cable

and Turban (2001) found that an unfavourable corporate reputation negatively affects an

organisation's ability to attract job seekers. However, the students stated that the opinion of

others would not influence their intention to apply to Company X. This stands in contrast to

previous research (Cable & Turban, 2001) that states that a negative perception of others

decreases an individual’s intention to apply. A possible explanation is that the increased

employer awareness of Company X overshadows the assumed public's negative perception of

Company X. Moreover, Cable and Turban (2001) found that the organisation’s reputation

directly affects the organisational attractiveness of a company. Other reasons for the

agreeable perceptions of Company X are the students’ source-critical stance toward media

content amid the Covid-19 pandemic and the fact that the majority of the students already

held some established employer knowledge prior to the crisis (cf. Georgeevski & AlQudah,

2016). The fact that the students were source critical of the media content can be based on
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their ability to distinguish between the credibility of different sources. Furthermore, some

science students are aware of the fact that some information can better pertain through more

credible sources, such as WHO (World Health Organization) which can be deemed more

expert and trustworthy than the general mass media (cf. Fischer et al., 1979, Ilgen et al.,

1979; Petty & Cacioppo, 1981; Tuppen, 1974).

Perception of the pharmaceutical industry

The research showed that the students had different opinions about the pharmaceutical

industry. Some students viewed the industry as very medical and restrictive, assuming that

the workplace is very clean, structured or clinical. Other students associated the industry with

being ‘shady’, profit-driven and not centred around people’s health and well-being.

Especially the term big pharma was associated with two different connotations for the

students. Science students tended to view big pharma as powerful and attractive, while

business students described it as rather power-driven, shady and influential. This type of

varying associations and assumptions reflects that the organisational attributes or industry

aspects that an individual is attracted to are subjective and complex. The aspects vary

depending on several factors, such as the level of employer familiarity (Cable & Turban,

2001), view of the industry and the contextual settings. Our research shows that students

filled their knowledge gap about Company X with assumptions about the pharmaceutical

industry. Following this, we discovered an industry spill-over effect (Boehmer & Harrison,

2021) from the perception of the pharmaceutical industry on the individual perception of

Company X as an employer.

Organisational attractiveness amid the pandemic

As indicated in the previous section, one of the findings attributed to the Covid-19 pandemic

was how visible the company became in the media. According to the results, the heightened
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awareness made the company more attractive as a potential employer. Based on this

development, the following section aims to answer the second research question: In what way

did the Covid-19 pandemic influence students' perception of organisational attractiveness?

The public’s perception of a company is never fully controllable. While some companies can

never fully recover from an increase in negative media (Seo et al., 2014), Company X does

not seem to be affected in that way. Our results show that the primarily negative media

exposure did not harm but rather benefited the perception of organisational attractiveness.

This contradicts previous research (Jonkman et al., 2020; Baumeister et al., 2001) that

indicates that negative media output would harm an organisation’s attractiveness. Instead, we

view an apparent rebound effect where the increase in adverse media reports leads to an

initial negative perception of Company X with the favourable attitude returning after a

relatively short time (Vassilikopoulou & Stavroulakis, 2013). The informants mentioned

various conversations with peers, friends or family during the time of the media peak where

the vaccine and Company X were negatively attributed. However, at the time of the

interviews, it had been about a year since the media attention of Company X peaked.

Nowadays, those conversations seem not to happen anymore. If Company X is still a

conversation topic, the discussion has shifted towards possible career opportunities. Previous

research indicates that this rebound effect is especially strong when a company has a strong

reputation before receiving increased media attention (Boehmer & Harrision, 2021). In

relation to the current case, we identified a strong rebound effect and recovery after the media

attention of Company X decreased. We suggest that this can be linked to its strong position in

the market and the previously established familiarity, such as informants knowing factual

information like company size, historical attributes and possible job tasks. It is plausible that

the results would differ if the study had been conducted at an earlier stage of the pandemic.
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Similar to the Adidas rent scandal (Boehmer & Harrison, 2021), the Covid-19 crisis created

and amplified the media attention, but the crisis also reached its peak, and the media attention

slowly faded away. The Covid-19 outbreak interrupted everyday life and triggered an

emotional and behavioural response such as fear and uncertainty, amplified by the public’s

interest in the vaccine and media relating to that topic. The rapid development of the

pandemic initiated the public’s attention to shift, which caused a decrease in media coverage

of Company X over time. The public’s attention toward Company X faded away in the later

stages of the pandemic. Google Trends (2022) shows a substantial increase in interest in the

keyword ‘Company X’ in the summer of 2021, followed by an equally significant decrease

after a few months. Therefore, our results illustrate the same results as previous research by

Vassilikopoulou et al. (2009) that show that individuals tend to forget about a crisis over time,

primarily if the company handles the media attention in a socially responsible manner. The

results show that informants do not seem to have found Company X to have acted

wrongfully. This is indicated by the informants' frustration over media representation and the

clear separation that the informants made over media headlines and the company's

procedures, with for example the students looking up other sources to verify or deny the

information given through mainstream media.

The impact of the contextual background of the students

We found differences between the contextual backgrounds of the target groups, with

variations amongst either Swedish or International students and business or science students

or with both factors interlacing. One of the differences was that science students were more

exposed to information sources controlled by Company X, such as guest lectures or

independently looking up job opportunities on the career webpage. Business students,

however, mostly gathered information from sources that the company cannot control, such as
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media or conversations with others. This relates to previous research (Deephouse, 2000;

Panico et al., 2014), where some stakeholders did not gather any information directly from

the company and therefore relied on other information sources. In this case, media or word of

mouth advertisements are particularly powerful sources of influence (Deephouse, 2000;

Panico et al., 2014). Furthermore, the results show that several business students assumed

that there are limited career options within their profession at Company X. Since previous

research  (Collins & Stevens, 2002; Van Hoye & Lievens, 2005; Sutherland et al., 2002)

show that employer branding activities positively relate to organisational attractiveness, the

lack of perceived employer branding activities amongst business students could be the reason

for their lower perception of organisational attractiveness.

A heightened awareness could be identified in relation to employer familiarity, which grew

more robust when viewing the informants on a scale from International to Swedish and

business to science students in relation to Company X. One of the reasons appears to be the

geographical closeness as well as the occupational proximity to Company X, with Swedish

science students being the most aware of the company and International business students the

least aware.

The results showed a pattern of frustration amongst several students, especially within the

science field, although also prevalent amongst business students. The reasons behind the

frustration about the media content were exaggerated headlines about the company or

wrongful portrayals of scientific facts in the media. Amongst students in science, this

frustration could be connected to defending their own occupational field. The sense of pride

towards their occupational field indicates a scepticism towards framing different media

information sources and the mass hysteria prevalent in society at the time. On top of that,

science students reflected the media reporting differently by double checking with official
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reports or their science network (cf. Kanar et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2013). It is noticeable that

some of the science students got very protective of the vaccine by immediately mentioning

counterarguments and other reasons why the media content was exaggerated. As many of the

students are active within the science field, their interpretation of media can be biased by

their previous perception of both industry and company, as well as deeper knowledge about

scientific conduct (cf. Barnidge et al., 2020; Katz, 1987). One of the consequences of this

seems to be an increase in organisational attractiveness and respect towards the company.
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Conclusion

This section presents a brief summary of the study, the limitations of the research, the study's

contributions to the scientific research field and suggestions of practical implications for the

case company.

Research summary

The Covid-19 pandemic brought unprecedented times for individuals, organisations and the

economy. Due to developing and producing a vaccine to prevent the spread of the Covid-19

virus, Company X was repeatedly in the spotlight of international mass media. The tone of

the media covering the crisis differed, ranging from negative articles about side effects, age

restrictions, and the vaccine's suspension to positive news about low production costs and

donations to economically underdeveloped countries. Previous research confirms that

increased media exposure can lead to a change in corporate reputation and organisational

attractiveness. This thesis provides knowledge about the conditions for organisational

attractiveness that companies have to navigate in times of crisis. The purpose of the thesis

was to investigate how the employer knowledge of Company X was formed amongst

university students and in what way the Covid-19 crisis influenced students' perceived

organisational attractiveness. The study emphasised the different contextual backgrounds of

the students. On top of that, the thesis investigated how increased media exposure based on

the Covid-19 pandemic influences the students' perception of organisational attractiveness

and employer knowledge.

The results clearly show that all three dimensions of employer knowledge of Company X

were affected by the increased media attention during the Covid-19 pandemic. Due to the

increased media exposure, Company X is considered a household name which strongly
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affected the employer familiarity levels of the students. The increased visibility positively

influenced the perception of organisational attractiveness for the students. Company X is

considered an attractive, big and global employer within the biopharmaceutical industry that

offers various career opportunities. The informants used different types of information

sources to form their employer knowledge, such as personal experience, interpersonal

communication and mass media communication (Dowling, 1986). Media, as an information

source, was mostly used to build Covid-19 related knowledge about the vaccine. However,

for students unaware of the company before the pandemic, the media served as a first

interaction with the company. Those students gathered basic information about the locations

or industry from the media.

Furthermore, we discovered a spill-over effect of the stereotypical perception of the

pharmaceutical industry on how the students perceived Company X as an employer. A lack of

knowledge about Company X was filled by the students' general perception of the

pharmaceutical industry.

The study included the contextual background of the students regarding their study group

(business/science) and their nationality (Swedish/International). Especially the employer

familiarity varied among the informants, with Swedish science students being most aware of

the company and International business students being least aware. Furthermore, science

students perceived the pharmaceutical industry as more favourable than business students.

This relates to business students assuming that there are limited career opportunities for their

profession at Company X. Additionally, science students were more exposed to information

sources controlled by the company, such as guest lectures or further recruitment activities.

Instead, Business students gathered their information from sources outside of Company X’s

control, such as the media.
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Limitations of our research

Due to the unique circumstances that Company X found itself in, the findings are limited to

the case of Company X and cannot necessarily be transferred to other cases of increased

media attention. Following, the specific company, country, industry, target group and

particular type and state of the crisis (May 2022) need to be considered when interpreting the

results and transferring the knowledge to other cases or studies. Furthermore, the small

sample size and the qualitative nature of this study make the results less generalisable.

However, generalising was not the primary intention of this study. One of the benefits of the

research choice is that the study has managed to capture small-scale aspects of social reality,

such as the perceptions and employer knowledge within the social group of students.

Therefore, different results would be possible using a purposive sampling strategy with other

sampling strategy criteria. If we had more time and resources when conducting the study, we

would also have chosen other prerequisites for conducting a more in-depth study with a larger

number of participants.

Our study focuses on the influence of employer knowledge on organisational attractiveness.

However, organisational attractiveness may be influenced by factors not explored in our

research, such as the company's financial performance. We instead view the results as one

piece of a puzzle of how companies’ organisational attractiveness may be affected by an

outside crisis.

Contributions to the scientific field and suggestions for further research

This thesis adds value to several scientific research fields by being relevant for marketing,

human resources, and employer branding. First of all, the exploratory research addresses the

gap in the conditions for organisational attractiveness that companies have to navigate during

a crisis. The research results can be used to understand the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic
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and the negative media attention the crisis brought to the pharmaceutical industry. More

specifically, the implications that primarily negative media have on employer knowledge and

the perception of organisational attractiveness. In comparison to other studies, our findings

show that negative media exposure can positively influence the perception of a company's

organisational attractiveness. Although contextual settings would have to be carefully

considered when looking at the results in relation to other crises, they could serve as

inspiration for approaching future research.

The study has also helped to broaden the understanding of employer knowledge (Cable &

Turban, 2001) by combining the framework with the dimension of a crisis, the Covid-19

pandemic, and the use of information sources as presented by Dowling (1986). Moreover, the

study supports the findings of Lievens et al. (2005), indicating that the dimensions between

employer familiarity and employer image and employer reputation are interactive. By

approaching the research with sensitivity to the different contextual backgrounds of the

students and the Covid-19 crisis, the study has added further insight to employer knowledge.

One suggestion for future research is to further explore the theory in the context of other

types of crises. It would be interesting to see future research use the same theoretical

framework concerning a broader perspective on the labour market.

The practical implications of the research

As the research was conducted with reference to a particular company, the results indicate

practical implications for Company X. One of the main practical implications are possible

suggestions on how to approach employer branding strategies in a time of crisis. First of all,

the results provide Company X with a detailed overview of how students perceive the

organisation as a potential employer. Positive employer knowledge, such as a positively

perceived working culture or interesting career opportunities, can be used to foster an
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attractive and authentic employer brand. Being aware of the more negative employer

knowledge, such as an unfavourable perception of the pharmaceutical industry and a

perceived high workload, can serve as a basis for employer branding activities to further

improve the organisational attractiveness. Especially the fact that the negative media

exposure did not harm, but rather benefit the perception of organisational attractiveness, is

valuable information when assessing the external employer brand of Company X. Hence, our

research suggests that Company X is likely not losing out on potential future talent due to

taking a risk of developing a vaccine against Covid-19.

The fact that business and science students are exposed to different information sources

provides a further key takeaway for Company X. Many science students recalled guest

lectures or study visits organised by Company X where the company presented their product

development processes or best practice methods. In contrast, most business students

highlighted the lack of employer branding activities they received from Company X.

Following, many of the business students showcased an inability to envision a role for

themselves in the organisation, stressing the importance of early presence for organisations

that wish to become an employer of choice among several occupational fields. Therefore, a

practical implication for Company X is to take the contextual nuances of the students they

wish to address into consideration when designing future employer branding activities to

attract freshly baked academics in different occupational fields. A concrete suggestion would

be to further develop their campus recruiting efforts by offering guest lectures for the

business study field.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Interview guideline

Introduction and background of the study:

Hi XY, we are Fanny and Nadine and we are currently working on our master thesis at the

University of Gothenburg. The purpose of this thesis is to investigate the concept of employer

knowledge formation during a global crisis. Today’s interview will focus on the information

sources used to form employer knowledge during the Covid-19 pandemic using the example

of Company X. The interview is structured in two main sections. The first part is about

employer knowledge formation in general and the second part investigates the same concept

using the example of our case Company X. It is important for you to note that we are in way

affiliated with Company X and nothing you say will be able to be traced back to you by

Company X.

Ethical considerations:

The interview is completely voluntary and your answers will be treated with utmost

discretion. The collected material will be edited to be unidentifiable and will solely be used

for the purpose of the master thesis. With your permission, the interview will be recorded and

transcribed for our further analysis. After completing the thesis, the recording will be deleted.

Do you have any questions before we start?

Before we start with the topic of ‘employer knowledge formation in the context of the

Covid-19 pandemic’, we want to ask you some questions about your background.
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Origin questions

1) Could you please begin by introducing yourself? (age, nationality, University

programme, residency)

2) Have you ever or are you currently looking for a job?

3) What would you say makes an employer attractive?

Employer knowledge formation in general

4) What kind of information do you use to make up your mind about a potential

employer?

5) What kind of information sources would you trust to correctly represent the

organisation?

6) Is the representation in the media of a potential employee of interest to you, in what

way?

7) How important is what others think about a company that you’re interested in?

Context of the Covid-19 pandemic

8) Do you think the Covid-19 pandemic has impacted any of the things we discussed so

far? (how you perceive employers, information sources used, what makes an

employer attractive, media exposure etc.)

The case of Company X

Employer familiarity (=level of awareness of specific organisation)

9) Are you aware of Company X?

10) What comes to your mind when you hear Company X?

11) Can you recall when you first heard of Company X?
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Employer image (=an individual’s perceptions of organisational attitudes)

12) How do you perceive Company X (as an employer)?

a) What attributes/values do you associate with Company X (as an employer)?

Where did you get the information from?

b) Is Company X an attractive employer in your opinion? Would you imagine

working at Company X?

a) What makes Company X an attractive / unattractive employer?

13) Company X was repeatedly in the spotlight of international mass media within the last

few years. Did you hear something about Company X in the media?

a) What did you hear about Company X in the media?

b) Did the media reports affect how you perceive Company X (as an employer)?

If so, how?

Employer reputation (=an individual’s perception on how the public evaluates a specific

organisation)

14) Do you think the thoughts you’ve shared so far are in line with the general public's

perception of Company X?

i) If yes, why?

ii) If not, what do you think the general public thinks about Company X

in general / as an employer?

15) Have you ever discussed Company X with other people, what was the context of these

discussions?

81



Concluding questions

To conclude, we really want to thank you for taking the time to participate in this interview.

16) Based on the topics that we have discussed today, is there anything in particular that you

believe should be highlighted?

17) Is there anything that I have forgotten to ask about or something that you believe is of

importance in relation to the current study that you would like to bring up?

Thank you once again for your participation.

18) If any further questions arise, is it okay for me to contact you again?
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Appendix 2: Themes, sub-themes and basic themes
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