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Abstract 

Companies within the banking industry are facing the challenge to attract new 

competences in order to react to the forces of digitization. This paper examines how 

employer branding is used as a tool to achieve this through appealing to a broader target 

group. It also identifies problems that can arise in this process. We extend the theoretical 

knowledge on this topic by developing a theoretical framework, which combines 

corporate brand, employer branding, industry image and P-O fit literature. The 

framework outlines the process of adapting the employer brand and was used as the base 

for a case study of the Swedish bank SEB. The empirical research contained semi-

structured interviews as well as secondary data. The results support the importance of 

leadership in employer branding and indicate that while symbolic benefits are gaining in 

importance, functional benefits might work as a differentiator across industries. In 

addition, we found support of a effect of industry image on the employer image. Lastly, 

our findings show that the P-O fit is created through a two step process and can reinforce 

the corporate brand and employer brand, and vice versa. In accordance with these 

findings we provide directions for future research as well as several managerial 

implications. 
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1. Introduction 
In the era of digitization Swedish banks are facing the challenge of attracting employees 

with new competences in order to stay competitive. Banking is becoming increasingly 

digital and technological innovation is a differentiator in the market (Haaramo, 2015). 

Sweden is a frontrunner in this process, in 2014 82% of Swedes used online banking 

(Statista, 2016), and 4 out of 5 purchases were done with debit card or electronically (The 

Local, 2014). However, banks are facing increasing competition from FinTech startups as 

well as giants like Google and Apple (Haaramo, 2015; Isaac & Chen, 2015). Digital 

features such as mobile banking are expected to even grow further in the coming decades 

(KPMG, 2015). In order to meet market demands and stay competitive banks have to 

attract more employees with competences in the areas of IT, new media and design. 

However, since the financial crisis the banking industry is struggling with a damaged 

industry image (Edelman Trust Barometer, 2015). This is reflected for instance in their 

ability to recruit IT talent (Universum, 2016a). While four banks were among the ten 

most attractive employers in Sweden for business students in 2016, the first bank 

appeared at rank 30 among IT students (Universum, 2016b). 

 

In the light of this development this paper aims at analyzing the process and challenges of 

attracting a broader target group of employees through employer branding. Employer 

branding is the result of applying marketing concepts to Human Resource Management 

and has increased in popularity in many industries since the start of the century (Dell & 

Ainspan, 2001). Developing an appealing and differentiated employer brand can play an 

important part in creating a strategic advantage by attracting and retaining skilled 

employees (Barney & Wright, 1998). Through talented employees companies gain 

knowledge that cannot be obtained otherwise and is difficult to copy by the competition 

(Barney & Wright, 1998). A strong employer brand is also financially beneficial for 

companies because it decreases the turnover rate and enhances employee productivity 

(Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). 

  
Ambler and Barrow (1996) were among the firsts to use these ideas to define the 

employer brand, which they described as the combination of functional, economic and 

psychological benefits associated with the employing company. Backhaus and Tikoo 
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(2004) built on these findings and designed an influential framework about the process of 

employer branding. According to them the process starts with the creation of a 

convincing employer value proposition (EVP) tailored towards a certain target group and 

continues with the communication of attributes that a company offers to the prospect 

employee. The attributes can be of functional nature such as salary and benefits, or more 

symbolic such as status and reputation (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). The ultimate goal of 

employer branding activities is the development of a positive and differentiated employer 

image, which increases the attractiveness of the employer (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). 

  
The literature on the topic of employer branding is still limited and much of the empirical 

research has focused on the employee side, studying how the employer brand affects the 

job application process. Knox and Freeman (2006) as well as Gomes and Neves (2010) 

find that a positive employer image increases the likelihood for a potential employee to 

apply for the job. However, the employer image is influenced by an applicant's 

preferences concerning job characteristics which differ depending on his or hers 

professional background, for example Business and IT (Deloitte, 2015). Thus, what is 

considered an attractive employer brand can vary depending on who the prospect 

employee is (Edwards, 2010). The idea that employee and employer are matched on 

different attributes is known as the person-organization fit (P-O fit), which is a concept 

from organizational psychology (Morley, 2007). This means that people do not end up in 

organizations by coincidence but rather that workers and organizations choose each other 

based on matching characteristics, values and attributes (Morley, 2007). The result is a 

consistent, but rather homogenous organization (Schneider, Smith, Taylor & Fleenor, 

1998). This poses a challenge for the company when facing a changing environment and 

a need for a different kind of competences (Schneider, 1987; Schneider et al., 1998) as it 

is the case in the banking industry at the moment. In order to create a more heterogeneous 

workforce the organization has to adapt its employer brand. This is difficult since the 

employer brand needs to become appealing to a broader target group while remaining 

consistent with the core values of the company and staying attractive to the current 

workforce (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004; Wilden, Gudergan & Lings, 2010). 

1.1. Problem Statement and Research Question 
Little is known about how the employer brand is adapted to appeal to a broader target 

group. Hence, the purpose of this paper is to study the adaptation process of the employer 
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brand towards a broader range of employees. Based on existing literature on employer 

branding a framework that maps the steps taken in this process as well as their outcomes 

is developed. Additionally, we want to clarify the connection between industry image and 

employer branding. Lastly, we aim to investigate and emphasize the role of the P-O fit 

within the employer branding literature. 

  
The research is a qualitative case study of the Swedish bank Skandinaviska Enskilda 

Banken (SEB). It investigates how their employer branding strategy is being adjusted to 

be more appealing to IT personnel. We use the target groups of IT and business personnel 

as an example for the employer brand adaptation process. However, our framework is 

applicable to other target groups and therefore is of help for future research and 

practitioners. The research question is phrased as follows: 

  
How do Swedish banks adapt their employer brand to be more appealing for a broader 

target group and which challenges can arise in this process? 

  
Our research shows that the adaptation process of the employer brand starts within the 

corporate brand. This change is translated into the employer brand through an increased 

focus on symbolic benefits and extended functional benefits. These are communicated 

through new external marketing channels and incorporated within the organizational 

culture using internal marketing tools. This adjustment ensures a better P-O fit with the 

new target group. 

  
Our contribution to existing research is the extension of employer branding theory. We 

achieve this through building our own theoretical framework in which we connect the 

concepts corporate brand and employer brand with industry image and P-O fit in a self-

reinforcing circle. These connections are confirmed by our study, which means that we 

both support existing theory and extend it. 

  
The practical relevance of our findings is summarized in several implications. First, our 

theoretical framework can be used as a guideline by practitioners when adapting the 

employer brand. Second, creating the P-O fit is a two-step process. This suggests that it is 

valuable to invest in the recruitment and socialization process of new employees, through 

e.g. trainee programs. Third, the integration of different departments and hence the 
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creation of a united workforce can be achieved through e.g. collaboration platforms. 

Lastly, brand ambassadors are effective word-of-mouth tools to increase awareness and 

to create a positive employer image. An extensive usage of this form of external 

marketing is therefore proposed. In addition, trainee programs tailored towards especially 

relevant target groups are a good way to overcome doubts caused by the industry image. 

 

In the next part of the paper a contextual background to the case study is presented. 

Afterwards, a review of the relevant literature for this topic is provided starting with the 

presentation of our theoretical framework, which is also used as a guideline for the 

empirical research. In the fourth section of the paper the methodology of the research is 

explained before the findings are presented and analyzed in section five. Based on this 

possible directions for future research are discussed. Lastly, we present a conclusion as 

well as the managerial implications.  
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2. Background 
To answer the research question we chose to conduct a case study of SEB. SEB is one of 

the four big banks in Sweden, which are all facing a similar problem of adapting to the 

changing market. This makes the findings from the case study to a certain degree 

applicable to other Swedish banks. However, SEB is especially successful concerning 

their work with employer branding since they received awards in this area and are 

generally ranked as an attractive employer (SEB, 2015; Universum, 2016a). This makes 

SEB a particularly interesting study object. By choosing SEB we can therefore answer 

our research question and provide both theoretical and a practical contributions. 

2.1. Company Description 
SEB is one of the largest banks in Sweden and has its roots in the “Stockholms Enskilda 

Bank”, which was founded in 1856 by André Oscar Wallenberg, and “Skandinaviska 

Banken” (SEB Group, 2016). The two banks merged in 1972 and created “Skandinaviska 

Enskilda Banken” (SEB) (SEB Group, 2016). Today the bank is still in the control of the 

Wallenberg family through their investment company Investor AB. Over the years SEB 

has internationalized and now has sites in 20 countries (SEB Annual Report, 2015). Its 

main operations are in Scandinavia, the Baltics and Germany (SEB Annual Reports, 

2008-2015). The head office is in Stockholm and about half of the 15500 employees are 

based in Sweden (SEB Annual Report, 2015). The business idea is still strongly colored 

by SEB’s heritage, the family ownership and the traditional way of banking. This is for 

example visible in the annual reports where “the relationship bank” is a recurring way to 

describe the bank (SEB Annual Reports, 2008-2015). 

  
In their long term future plan “Vision 2025” SEB identifies the digital revolution as being 

disruptive to the traditional ways of doing business in many industries (SEB Vision 2025, 

2015). To adapt to fast changing external market conditions SEB has a vision of 

digitizing the bank. The company believes that its strengths lie in the strong culture, its 

trustworthiness and its products and services as a whole (SEB Vision 2025, 2015). These 

are keywords that follow them in the new vision and are expected to help SEB adapt to 

the new map drawn by digitization. In addition, SEB acknowledges the need for a shift in 

skills in the organization in order to meet future demands (SEB Vision 2025, 2015).  
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3. Developing a Theoretical Framework of 
Employer Branding 
In the following section the origins (corporate brand) and past research on employer 

branding are presented as well as its connection to industry image, and how it is used to 

create a P-O fit in order to attract potential employees. The section begins with a visual 

summary of the theoretical concepts, which is used as the base of the empirical research. 

3.1. Theoretical Framework 
The framework presented in Figure 1 was developed by us to summarize the concepts 

covered in the literature review and to clarify the connections and relationships between 

them.  

 

 
Figure 1. Theoretical Framework 

Our own compilation of the concepts described in the literature review and the connection between them. 

The employer brand is part of the corporate brand where the adaptation process of the employer brand 

should start. This change is then translated into the employer brand, which is the base for the employer 

value proposition (EVP). The adapted EVP is communicated through employer branding activities with the 

goal to enhance the employer image for the new target group. The end result is the P-O fit, which then 

reinforces the corporate brand through the recruitment of fitting people. 

  

Corporate Brand  

Employer 
Brand  EVP 

External 
Marketing 

Internal 
Marketing 

Employer 
Image 

Industry Image 

P-O Fit 

Employer Branding Activities 
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This framework presents several aspects that have not been combined in this way in 

theory before. First, the reinforcing character of the cycle illustrates the way homogeneity 

within an organization can hinder change (Schneider et al., 1998). Secondly, the effects 

of the industry image on the employer image are not considered in frameworks by 

scholars like Backhaus and Tikoo (2004). Third, the framework combines the theoretical 

concepts of employer branding and P-O fit in a new way that to our knowledge has not 

been done in research before. 

  
In the following sections the different parts of the theoretical framework are explained in 

further detail starting with the corporate brand and ending with the P-O fit. 

3.2. Corporate Brand 
The increased usage of employer branding among practitioners is strongly connected to 

the rise of the corporate brand. Since the mid 1990´s not only the product but also the 

whole organization including its employees is considered as the brand by companies like 

Nike or the Body Shop (Rosethorn, 2009). In the last decades, organizations have hence 

increasingly invested in creating corporate brands rather than in promoting single 

products or services (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). The corporate brand is oriented towards all 

stakeholders such as customers, employees, shareholders and suppliers (Ewing, Pitt, de 

Bussy & Berthon, 2002; Rosethorne, 2009). 

  
Aaker (2004) states the corporate brand is “defined primarily by organizational 

associations” (p. 7) such as the logo, or slogan of a company and has the “[...] potential 

[…] to be a master brand with a significant driver role” that can generate “[...] leverage, 

synergy and clarity” (p. 6). Aaker (2004) adds that a convincing corporate brand can help 

to reduce the uncertainty among stakeholders, for example when a new technology is 

introduced. Strong corporate brands are valuable assets, however creating one is 

challenging since multiple stakeholders have to be persuaded. Hatch and Schultz (2001) 

argue that the development of a successful corporate brand requires management 

involvement since the three interdependent variables vision, culture and image have to be 

aligned. This is supported by Balmer (2001) who suggests that the corporate brand should 

be based on the corporate identity which consists not only of a company’s culture but 

also its strategy, structure, business activities, and market scope. 
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Building on this, Aaker (2004) claims that strategic changes require an adaptation of the 

corporate brand. This implies that an adaptation of the employer brand should also start at 

this point. This is however a slow and difficult process since associations among 

stakeholders concerning e.g. a company’s products or values have to be revised (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2001). The corporate brand is supposed to be designed in a way that it supports 

the entire brand spectrum of a firm and creates consistency across all branding strategies 

(Aaker, 2004; Burmann, Schaefer & Maloney, 2008; Petkovic, 2008) including employer 

branding efforts. However, Aaker (2004) points out that managing the corporate brand 

across contexts can be difficult. 

3.3. Employer Branding 
Employer branding is a rather new research area that is mostly based on existing 

literature from the domains of marketing, organizational psychology and human resource 

management. Grönroos (1985) and Kotler (1994) were among the first to state that 

marketing should not only be directed towards external stakeholders like customers but 

also towards the people within the firm since they are involved in developing and selling 

the company’s products and are communicating the organizational values outwards. 

 

Before the concept of employer branding was created Kotler (1994:22) used the term 

internal marketing to describe the “task of successfully hiring, training and motivating 

able employees to serve the customer well”. Scholars like Greene, Walls, and Schrest 

(1994) were also convinced by the benefits of internal marketing and indicated a 

connection with the success of external marketing activities. Internal marketing therefore 

went further than normal Human Resource activities since it was understood as a tool to 

differentiate an employer among the competition in order to attract highly skilled labor 

(Kotler, 1994). 

3.3.1. Definition of the Employer Brand and Employer Branding 
Soon, researchers extended the research in this field by applying brand management 

literature by e.g. Aaker (1997) and Keller (1993) to the employment market by claiming 

that companies could establish employer brands that could have personality traits like 

traditional brands. In 1996 (p. 187), Ambler and Barrow therefore introduced the concept 

of the employer brand, which they defined as “the package of functional, economic and 

psychological benefits provided by employment, and identified with the employing 
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company”. This definition had much impact in the domain since it states that an employer 

should provide more benefits than just a salary to attract valuable human capital. 

  

At the end of the last century, companies increasingly started engaging in employer 

branding activities to attract valuable human capital while the research on the topic was 

still lagging behind. In 2001 40% of North American companies reported to be active in 

employer branding (Dell & Ainspan, 2001). Dell and Ainspan (2001:10) provided a new 

definition, which specified the goal of establishing an employer brand as well as its target 

group by stating, “the employer brand establishes the identity of the firm as an employer. 

It encompasses the firm’s value system, policies and behaviors toward the objectives of 

attracting, motivating, and retaining the firm’s current and potential employees”. 

Building on this, the employer brand can be understood as the ideal image that potential 

employees have of an employer. The activities involved in creating an employer brand 

are summarized under the term employer branding. 

  
Scholars like Branham (2000:18) explain employer branding as “applying traditional 

marketing principles to achieving the status of Employer of Choice […], the process of 

placing an image of being a great place to work in the mind of the targeted candidate 

pool.” Backhaus and Tikoo (2004:502) build on this definition and define employer 

branding “as the process of building an identifiable and unique employer identity, and the 

employer brand as a concept of the firm that differentiates it from its competitors.” The 

idea of identity is incorporated in many definitions, which suggests that there is a link 

between employer branding and organizational identity theory (Edwards, 2010). This 

indicates that employer branding activities should be connected to the core values of a 

company that are represented in the corporate brand. This is supported by Aaker (2004) 

who states that the corporate brand functions as a master brand. 

  
Throughout this paper, the understanding of the concepts employer brand and employer 

branding is based on the definitions of Ambler and Barrow (1996) and Backhaus and 

Tikoo (2004). 

3.3.2. Benefits and Challenges of Employer Branding 
Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) point out that a well designed and honest employer branding 

strategy can lower turnover rates and increase employee productivity since the 
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prospective employee knows what to expect from a job and is more likely to be satisfied 

with the position. When the information about the job and company communicated by the 

employer is insufficient, this information asymmetry might urge applicants to search for 

information themselves (Wilden et al., 2010). In this case they often rely on other 

impressions they have of the company to decide whether the employer is attractive 

(Wilden et al., 2010). Employer branding efforts should therefore aim at reducing the 

information asymmetry (Wilden et al., 2010) through communicating the identity of the 

company, which is based on the firm’s characteristics and values (Edwards, 2010). Doing 

so increases the attractiveness of the employer while also reducing the risk of hiring 

unsuited jobseekers (Wilden et al., 2010). 

3.4. Employer Branding Activities 
According to Edwards (2010) the human resource as well as the marketing department 

needs to be involved in establishing an employer branding strategy. Barrow and Mosley 

(2011:45) further emphasis the importance of “active senior leadership” involvement 

which can help in “rocking the status-quo, breaking down silos, establishing new roles 

and relationships, new approaches to measurement and answering difficult questions on 

what the organization stands for, and why”. 

  
Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) suggest that the employer branding process should follow 

three basic steps from the human resource literature. The first step is to create a 

convincing employer value proposition (EVP). Next, this proposition is communicated to 

a target group of prospective employees through external branding. However, industry 

image can also have an effect on how prospective employees perceive the company as an 

employer (Petkovic, 2008). Finally, internal employer branding methods are applied to 

incorporate the EVP within the company (Frook, 2001) in order to establish a committed 

workforce that enforces the organizational values and is assisting in reaching the 

corporate goals (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). In the following, the three steps will be 

described in more detail. 

3.4.1. Creating the Employer Value Proposition 
According to Aaker (1996) a brand's value proposition is a statement of the functional, 

emotional, and self-expressive benefits delivered by the brand that provides value to the 

customer. The value proposition is supposed to communicate an appealing and unique set 
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of brand associations to create a positive image (Keller, 1993). Applied to employer 

branding, an employer value proposition is developed to transfer associations based on 

the perceived functional and symbolic benefits an employer provides (Backhaus & Tikoo, 

2004). 

  
The idea of functional and symbolic benefits in the context of products was introduced by 

scholars like Levy (1959) and Holbrook and Hirschman (1982) who pointed out that 

consumers did not only base their consumption choices on a product's price and practical 

functions but also their feelings and associations towards it which should be in line with 

the consumer's self-image. McCracken (1986) supported the relevance of non-utilitarian 

values by stating that people use products to show their belonging to a certain social 

group and to define who their are. Applying this to the context of the employer brand, 

Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) suggest that a company’s value proposition should therefore 

contain both functional and symbolic values. 

  
Functional benefits of the employer brand refer to objective and tangible gains an 

employee receives from working for a firm such as salary, benefits, career development 

or leave allowances (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). Symbolic benefits are more connected to 

organizational attributes that the applicant might find attractive, such as prestige or 

innovativeness (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). Symbolic benefits have become increasingly 

important as functional differences between employers tend to be small, especially when 

they operate in the same industry (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). Using employer branding to 

convey favorable symbolic benefits is a way for companies to differentiate themselves 

from competitors in this environment (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). Lievens and Highhouse 

(2003) found that an employer's perceived attractiveness is to a greater extent explained 

by the symbolic than the functional benefits associated with the company. Thus, an 

important aspect of attracting competent employees lies in conveying the symbolic 

benefits of the company. However, little is known about the effects of functional benefits 

on the attractiveness of an employer that competes for employees across industries. 

3.4.2. External Marketing 
According to Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) external marketing should attract the target 

population, but is also designed to support and enhance the corporate brands. This is 
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supported by Sullivan (1999) who emphasizes that the communication of the employer 

brand has to be in line with other branding activities of the company. 

  

The employer image is influenced by various factors and job seekers are inclined to 

search for information about possible employees on their own when they feel that the 

material provided by the company is incomplete or unreliable (Wilden et al., 2010). 

Wilden et al. (2010) found that word-of-mouth referrals are regarded as most credible 

when communicating employer brand information while material provided by the 

company is seen as less credible. They therefore suggest using current employees to 

convey the EVP. In addition, their findings indicate that employer branding activities 

such as participating in career fairs, maintaining career websites, advertising in target 

group related magazines, offering internships as well as being active in alumni networks, 

and participating in employer of choice awards are a good way of communicating the 

employer brand (Wilden et al., 2010). 

  
These kind of efforts are evaluated positively by job seekers because they give them the 

impression that the employer is interested in them and willing to invest to persuade him 

or her (Wilden et al., 2010). Higher investments in the recruitment process can therefore 

lead to favorable perceptions about the employer since a company is perceived as an 

attractive place to work (Wilden et al., 2010). This improves the employer image and 

ultimately the intention to apply (Wilden et al., 2010). Furthermore, the credibility of 

employer brand information is enhanced when it is consistent with the corporate image 

and strategy as well as product or service brands (Mitchell, 2002; Wilden et al., 2010). 

3.4.2.1. Industry Image 
Burmann et al.´s (2008) research indicates that the industry image has an impact on the 

functional and symbolic attributes that make up the corporate brand image and therefore 

also influences the employer brand image. This is supported by Wallace, Lings, Cameron 

and Sheldon (2014) who found that the industry image directly influences the perception 

a prospective employee has of an employer. Wallace et al. (2014) claim that some 

industries have a superior image and are therefore more appealing to employees than 

others. They use the examples of the aviation industry, which is more appealing to 

Australian jobseekers than the rail industry, which is struggling to attract employees 

(Wallace et al., 2014). Wilden et al. (2010) findings hint in a similar direction by showing 
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that employees have preferences concerning the industry they want to work in either 

based on the product offered or on the task performed. They state that the employer 

image is influenced by the impressions an employee has of the company's product brands 

in the consumer market (Wilden et al. 2010). This applies especially to job seekers with 

little work experience (Wilden et al. 2010). Depending on the appeal of the product brand 

this can be an advantage or a disadvantage (Wilden et al. 2010). 

3.4.3. Internal Marketing 
Internal marketing is the third aspect of employer branding and involves communicating 

the value proposition to the current employees and thereby reinforcing or changing the 

organizational culture and corporate brand (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). Through a 

socialization process of the employee to the company a workforce who is committed to 

the organizational values and beliefs is developed (Schneider et al. 1998). Internal 

marketing can therefore be a strategic tool as it might create a competitive advantage 

through building a dedicated workforce and organizational culture that is hard to imitate 

by competitors (Schneider et al. 1998). Additionally, Ambler and Barrow (1996) found 

that successful internal marketing contributes to employee retention. 

  
The goal of internal marketing is to create an emotional connection between employee 

and organization since employees work harder and are more loyal to an employer when 

they care about the brand or company (Mitchell, 2002). More specifically it can be done 

through communicating values and policies (Mitchell, 2002), such as corporate core 

values or the code of conduct. An organizational culture can also be based on storytelling 

methods about e.g. the company founder (Mitchell, 2002) like it was the case with Steve 

Jobs and his legacy at Apple. Further, it is important that external and internal branding 

efforts are linked, meaning that the same message is communicated to current as well as 

prospective employees since these two can reinforce each other (Mitchell, 2002). The 

organization is especially susceptible to internal branding campaigns in big turning 

points; moments when companies are facing fundamental change employees are more 

receptive and need direction (Mitchell, 2002) 

3.5. Employer Image 
According to brand equity theory (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993) differentiation among 

brands is achieved through the creation of an appealing brand image, which is based on 
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the perceptions a consumer has of a brand. These perceptions are influenced by a 

consumer's positive or negative associations and have an impact on the chances of a 

product to be considered and chosen over competitive products during a future purchase 

(Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993). Collins and Stevens (2002:1122) apply this understanding to 

the employer branding context through defining the employer image as the “[…] 

potential applicants’ attitudes and perceived attributes about the job or organization”. 

Building on this, the employer brand can be understood as the desired and positive 

impression of an employer, while the employer image is the actual perception a 

prospective or current employee has of an employer, which might be positive or negative. 

There exists research that indicates that the employer image is not created solely through 

employer branding efforts but is also influenced by other factors like the industry, 

corporate or product image of a company (Petkovic, 2008; Wallace et al. 2014). 

Developing an understanding of these relationships is important since associations that 

are developed independently from the employer branding efforts can have a considerable 

impact on the effectiveness of the branding strategy. 

3.6. P-O Fit 
The employer branding activities aim at creating an appealing employer image and 

ultimately a P-O fit between the organization and potential employees. Kristof (1996:4) 

defines the P-O fit as “the compatibility between people and organizations that occurs 

when (a) at least one entity provides what the other needs, (b) they share similar 

fundamental characteristics, or (c) both”. The P-O fit is based on symbolic benefits and as 

the symbolic benefits are becoming an increasingly important part of employer brands, 

creating a P-O fit is more relevant than ever (Morley, 2007). Job applicants are concerned 

about finding an appropriate organization to work for (Morley, 2007). The compatibility 

between applicant and organization is assessed by the applicant through his or hers 

personality, values, and beliefs which are compared with the organization's culture, 

norms, and values (Morley, 2007). 

  
A high level of P-O fit is desirable for both parties (Morley, 2007) since it is correlated 

with job satisfaction and organizational commitment (Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman & 

Johnson, 2005). Evidence shows that applicants will select themselves out of the 

recruitment process if they perceive a mismatch as they get to know the organization, or 

leave the organization later on if they feel they do not fit in (Schneider, 1987). In the 
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same way organizations are more likely to select an applicant that exhibits matching 

characteristics and values as the organization, and phase out individuals that do not 

(Schneider, 1987). Werbel and DeMarie (2005) note that the P-O fit is difficult to 

achieve, especially in larger companies since there often exist sub cultures in different 

departments. To solve this problem they suggest strict consistency through selection, 

evaluation, and compensation systems (Werbel & DeMarie, 2005). However, it can be 

argued that this will be negative for the organization since it will create a high 

homogeneity among the workforce. 

  
Usually the P-O fit helps to create and confirm the organizational culture and identity and 

is operationalized through values and value congruence, but it can also be centered on 

goals and goal manifestation (Schneider, 1987; Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). Value 

congruence is seen as crucial in the P-O fit theory since the attitudes and behaviors of 

employees are assumed to be an outcome of the relationship between person and 

organization (Morley, 2007). From this point of view, the socialization of employees into 

the organization is important in creating a desired behavior, and thus the desired 

organizational environment. This can be done through internal marketing activities such 

as the communication of values (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). 

3.6.1. Attraction-Selection-Attrition Model 
Opposing to this, Schneider (1987) argues that the organizational environment is the 

outcome of, not the cause of, people and their behaviors. When studying an organization, 

it looks like the organizational identity determines behavior as described above. 

However, Schneider (1987) argues that in reality the people and their behavior are 

determining the organizational identity. The organization culture and identity is created 

because a certain kind of people is attracted to the organization, selected by it, and stays 

in it (Schneider, 1987). This is what Schneider (1987) describes as the Attraction-

Selection-Attrition model. Different organizations attract, select, and attrite different 

people, and the outcome of this cycle is why organizations differ from each other in types 

of characteristics in employees (Schneider, 1987). This means that traditional industries 

like banking will have a fundamentally different environment than the more innovative 

tech-industry (Deloitte, 2015). This implies that preferences of people will lead them to 

fitting organizations, and similar people are likely to behave in similar ways and choose 

similar things (Schneider, 1987). It is even possible to make rather accurate predictions 
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about students college major´s and job choices based on which “cluster” their profile 

belongs to (Schneider, 1987). From this point of view, the recruitment process and 

external marketing activities are important since this is how the right people are found. 

3.6.2. Change in the Organization 
If similar people are attracted to similar organizations, and people who find themselves 

not fitting leave, the result is a highly homogenous environment (Schneider et al., 1998). 

Homogeneity does not imply that all people in an organization are exactly the same, 

people are complex and multidimensional, but that an organization aims at finding people 

who are similar in certain characteristics but differ in their competencies. Therefore, the 

attraction-selection-attrition cycle is a process that restricts the range of types of people in 

an organization, while still filling all the competencies currently necessary. Schneider and 

Schneider et al. (1987; 1998) argue that organizations have to fight this restriction since it 

can have negative effects, especially when facing a changing external environment. If the 

organization consists of people with similar qualities and characteristics it will be hard to 

meet the demands for change since these qualities and characteristics might not be 

relevant in the market anymore (Schneider, 1987; Schneider et al., 1998). However, it 

could also be a mistake to recruit new “right-types” of people as these maybe will not fit 

in well in the current organizational environment (Schneider, 1987). Newcomers that are 

brought in to change the organization therefore have to share some attributes with the old 

employees, while still contributing with some new characteristics, values or beliefs 

(Schneider, 1987). Accordingly, a well-designed recruitment process is essential since it 

is what attracts individuals with the desired values and beliefs, and thus leads to the 

desired organization. 

3.6.3. P-O Fit as a Two-Step Process 
In a later research Schneider et al. (1998) combine these two above described 

perspectives and concludes that one perspective does not exclude the other. More 

specifically, they argue that the P-O fit is created through two steps: (1) the attraction-

selection-attrition model creates a rough fit between the individual and the organization 

(2) that is later polished by the socialization process (Schneider et al., 1998). This thesis 

will use this combined perspective of the P-O fit because it corresponds with the process 

of employer branding, including both external marketing and internal marketing aspects. 



 17 

In the employer branding literature the relevance of the P-O fit is supported by scholars 

like Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) and Ployhart (2006). 

4. Method 
In this section the research approach and its connection to the research question are 

explained. Furthermore, an argumentation for SEB as a case sample is provided. Lastly, 

we discuss how the interview guide was developed and how the interviews were 

conducted.  

4.1. Refining Theory: Shining a New Light on Employer 
Branding 
This study is based on existing research and theories on employer branding and concepts 

surrounding it, such as employer image, P-O fit, corporate brand and industry image. 

While former research on the concepts of interest has been conducted, the specific 

phenomenon on how to adapt the employer brand to reach a broader target group of 

employees is rather unexplored in academic research. Hence, the aim of this study is to 

gain new insights on the phenomenon of employer branding. Through the development of 

our own theoretical framework, the emphasis is on refining existing theory. To achieve 

this we apply a combination of the inductive and deductive research approach (Saunders, 

Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). 

4.2. Research Design  
This study uses a holistic single case study research design. The aim of this study is to 

answer “how” an employer brand is adapted to appeal to a broader target group. In 

addition the research examines a contemporary event in the Swedish banking industry 

and the process of how SEB works with employer branding cannot be controlled or 

manipulated by the researchers. For these three reasons conducting a case study is 

considered a suitable method to answer our research question (Yin, 2009). 

 

Furthermore, case studies provide researchers with multiple advantages. They have the 

benefit that they provide in-depth and comprehensive knowledge (Easton, 1995). 

Eisenhard (1989) points out that the qualitative and detailed information data gained 

through case studies might be missing in the data derived from other methods like 
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surveys. The case study research design therefore provides an increased construct validity 

(Bennett, 2004). Additionally, a well conducted case study can refine existing theory and 

provide a source for new research questions (Saunders et al., 2009) through allowing the 

researchers to combine the inductive and deductive approach (Bennett, 2004) as it is done 

in this study. 

4.2.1. Sample Selection and Unit of Analysis 
The Swedish bank SEB was chosen as a case sample for several reasons. One of them 

was the relevance of the research topic within the company (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). SEB 

just made a strategic announcement that expresses the goal to become more digital in 

order to meet the demands of the market. SEB plans to achieve this through a shift in 

competencies in the organization (SEB Vision 2025, 2015). Another reason was the 

possibility to interview employees from different departments and in various positions. 

This pluralistic approach (Yin, 2009) supplied us with diverse explanations, opinions and 

views on the phenomenon (Rubin & Rubin, 2011; Yin, 2009). Further, it enabled us to 

resolve discrepancies and thereby increase the validity of the study (Yin, 2009). The 

existence of contacts within the company facilitated this access.  

 

Furthermore, SEB is one of the four biggest banks in Sweden and can therefore be 

considered as a representative sample (Yin, 2009) for the Swedish finance industry. This 

factor makes up to some degree for the limited generalizability or external validity of the 

results that single-case studies like this provide (Yin, 2009; Saunders et al., 2009). Since-

case studies do not allow deriving statistical generalizations. However, the sample is 

considered sufficient because case studies are aiming for analytical rather than statistical 

generalization (Yin, 2009). This applies also for this study since it is based on employer 

branding literature and its goal is to gain qualitative, rather than quantitative, insights in 

the employer branding process. The study therefore intends to provide results that cover 

different theoretical issues, which can lead to suggestions for further research and the 

development of hypothesis to be tested empirically (Yin, 2009). Hence, a broader 

significance of the results is assured. 

4.3. Data Collection 
To collect the data for this study, semi-structured interviews where used as primary data. 

In addition, secondary data in the form of company reports, websites and employer 
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rankings was gathered. Through this data triangulation approach, problems of bias and 

incomplete, subjective or inaccurate information, which are likely to occur when 

interviews are the sole data source, were reduced (Yin, 2009). Using multiple sources of 

data addressing the same facts hence increases the overall quality of the study (Yin, 

2009).  

4.3.1. Primary Data 
A pilot interview was conducted to refine our data collection process, both regarding 

content and methodological procedure (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The logical order of 

the questions was formed and improved through the pilot interview. It also provided us 

with some practical insight on employer branding. This helped to ensure that the final 

study included theoretical concepts as well as contemporary issues concerning these 

concepts (Yin, 2009). 

 

In total, we conducted 8 semi-structured interviews, 6 initial and 2 follow-up interviews. 

Semi-structured interviews provide several advantages in comparison with other methods 

and are an established method within the case study research design (Saunders et al., 

2009). First, they allowed us to gain in-depth insights (Saunders et al., 2009:322; 

Campbell, Quincy, Osserman, & Pedersen, 2013:295) on the research topic. Since semi-

structured interviews provide “access to their participants’ knowledge and experience” 

(Saunders et al., 2009:327), the study’s validity is increased. Second, this method 

provides a better comparability of the qualitative data in comparison with unstructured 

interviews (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). Third, semi-structured are guided by certain topics 

and questions but offer a greater degree of flexibility than structured interviews or 

surveys (Saunders et al., 2009). The order of the questions can for instance be adapted 

depending on the flow of the interview and additional questions can be asked to gain 

deeper insights. Furthermore, there exists the possibility for follow-up questions in case 

the information gathered during the interview is not clear enough (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Two follow-up interviews were conducted to ask questions that were not included in the 

original interview guide but were added later to obtain more information on certain topics 

(Saunders et al., 2009). The respondents and their positions within SEB are described in 

Table 1. 

 



 20 

Table 1. Interviews and Respondents 

Summarizing table of interviews and respondents who are presented thorough their initials. One respondent 

who requested anonymity is referred to as interviewee 6. We conducted 6 interviews and 2 follow up 

interviews that are presented below the line.  

Respondent  Position  Division  Time of 

interview 

 Place of interview 

 

        
A.C.  Head of Employer Branding  EB  17.03.2016  SEB Sergels Torg 

P.G.  Business Developer  Business  17.03.2016  SEB Sergels Torg 

M.B.  System Developer  IT  05.03.2016  SEB Rissne 

T.S.  Orderly Manager  IT  23.03.2016  SEB Rissne 

M.F.  Requirements Analyst  IT  23.03.2016  SEB Rissne 

Interviewee 6  Digital Growth Manager  Business  15.04.2016  Telephone 

         
M.B.  System Developer  IT  02.05.2016  Telephone 

P.G.  Business Developer  Business  02.05.2016  Telephone 

         
 

3.3.1.1. Reducing Errors and Biases During the Interviews 
To improve the reliability of the research we aimed at reducing errors and biases 

(Saunders et al., 2009; Yin, 2009). Since the nature of the study implied questioning the 

respondent on how they perceive their employer, there existed a threat of an interviewee 

or response bias (Saunders et al., 2009). We reduced this risk through offering the 

possibility to remain anonymous. The respondents could therefore give their honest 

opinion without feeling uncomfortable to reveal sensitive information or even worrying 

about the security of their employment. An interviewee bias can also occur when the 

perceived credibility of the interviewer is impaired or if the way questions are asked 

affects the interviewee’s responses (Saunders et al., 2009). To control for this bias, the 

participants were provided with an overview on the main themes of the interview 

beforehand to prepare and develop their own opinions (Saunders et al., 2009). Moreover, 

the interview questions were open-ended to encourage the respondents to provide an 

extensive and developed answer (Saunders et al., 2009). In addition, an interview guide 

was used to decrease the likelihood of interviewer error through providing a certain 

degree of standardization while still remaining flexible (Saunders et al., 2009). 
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4.3.2. Secondary Data 
In addition to the primary data, multiple sources of secondary data were used. This 

strengthens and contrasts the data collected from the interviews, and therefore increases 

the construct validity (Yin, 2009). The secondary sources of information were public 

documents from SEB such as annual reports, statements and information from the 

website as well as employer rankings. 

 

In the document analysis a longer time perspective was used to see how the work with 

employer branding has changed since SEB’s employer branding department was created 

in 2008. Therefore annual reports and statements from 2008 until now, 2016, were 

analyzed (SEB Annual Reports, 2008-2015; SEB Vision 2025, 2015; SEB CS Reports 

2008-2015, Collin, 2015). The information obtained through the reports was used in the 

analysis of every theme except employer image and P-O fit. 

 

Rankings from Universum during this time were used as a measure for SEB’s employer 

image and that of its main competitors. Since Universum declined our request to give out 

the employer ranking positions of SEB’s competitors Nordea, Swedbank and 

Handelsbanken before 2012, we were only able to compare their position in the years 

between 2012 and 2016 among IT students and business students (Universum, 2016b). 

4.3.3. Strengthening the Quality of the Data Collection 
We conducted a pilot study, 6 interviews and 2 follow up interviews. While this can be 

considered a relatively small number of interviews there comes a point where the new 

knowledge gained at each interview decreases (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Through 

focusing on constantly improving the interview guide we assured that we gained all 

insights needed from the respondents. Further, the focus laid on the in-depth analysis of 

each interview rather than having a large number of interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009). Additionally, the quality of the study was strengthened by the extensive use of 

secondary data and the triangular approach (Yin, 2009). The use of secondary data 

provided us with a complementary and objective counterpart to the information from the 

interviews (Gillham, 2005). In addition, these data presented us with numeric data that 

we could not have received from the respondents. 
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4.4. Designing the Interview Guide 
When developing the interview guide the theoretical framework was used as a base. For 

each theoretical concept a set of questions was formulated. We developed one interview 

guide for the employer branding department employee (Appendix 1) who provided us 

with information from the top management perspective. A second interview guide was 

developed for the employees from the business and IT department (Appendix 2) who 

gave us insights from the workforce perspective. Lastly, an interview guide was created 

for the follow up interviews (Appendix 3). 

4.4.1. Preparing and Starting the Interview 
In preparation for the interviews we aimed at building trust between researcher and 

respondent (Yin, 2009). We assured this through being transparent about the aim of the 

study and informing the participants on how the data provided was going to be handled 

(Yin, 2009). The respondents were also offered anonymity (Saunders et al., 2009).  

 

To break the ice and establish a connection with the interviewee, each interview started 

with a briefing during which we introduce ourselves as well as the research topic. In 

addition, we asked the interviewee for their consent to use a recording device (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). With the help of the device we were able to create an accurate and 

unbiased record of the interview, and able to re-listen and use direct quotes from the 

interview (Saunders et al., 2009). The interviews then continued with general questions 

about the interviewee such as their job title and how long they have worked at SEB. 

Afterwards we proceeded with questions related to the theoretical concepts discussed in 

the literature review to answer the research question of this study.  

4.4.2. Connection to Literature (Internal Validity) 

4.4.2.1. Corporate Brand 
The corporate brand is defined by organizational associations (Aaker, 2004), hence the 

interview questions concerning this concept contained questions such as how the 

respondents perceive SEB’s core values. Because we have respondents from different 

departments and levels in the organization these questions enables us to capture 

similarities and differences in how the corporate brand is targeted towards different 

groups. Aaker (2004) argues that strategic changes in the company require an adaptation 

of the corporate brand. To understand the interplay between the corporate brand and the 
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strategic vision of digitization in SEB the interviewee from the employer branding 

department was questioned on how she thinks the corporate brand of SEB has been 

adapted due to strategic changes connected to digitization.  

4.4.2.2. Employer Brand 
The employer brand is a tool to differentiate the organization among competitors 

(Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). It is an ideal picture of how the employer wants to be 

perceived and therefore questions concerning it were only posed to employees working 

with the development of the employer brand. We started off by asking the interviewee 

responsible for employer branding to define SEB’s main target group. Furthermore, we 

posed the question if and how she thinks that the target group had changed over the years, 

e.g. due to the digitization strategy.  

 

Some questions concerned SEB’s strategic position as an employer and which companies 

they perceive as their main competitors. To understand how the employer brand is used 

to achieve the vision of digitization we asked how the employer brand is connected to the 

vision for the future. Further, we asked which departments are involved since Edwards 

(2010) and Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) suggest the employer brand involves both human 

resource management and marketing. 

4.4.2.3. Employer Branding  
Employer branding is the overall concept that describes the process of developing the 

employer value proposition, communicating it to prospective employees and 

incorporating it into the organization (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). We therefore developed 

questions for each of these steps, as well as on how the industry image affects the 

application behavior of prospective employees (Petkovic, 2008).  

4.4.2.4. EVP - Functional and Symbolic Benefits 
The development of functional and symbolic benefits is the first step of the employer 

branding process (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). The interviewee from the employer 

branding department was therefore asked which benefits are communicated to 

prospective and current employees and how these benefits differentiate SEB from its 

competitors. In addition, we aimed to find out if these benefits differ depending on the 

employee target group to gain information regarding the research question as well as 

branding consistency (Burmann et al., 2008; Petkovic, 2008). 
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3.4.2.5. External Marketing 
To investigate how SEB provides information about the company as an employer to the 

new target group we asked how the channels used in the recruiting process have changed 

(Wilden et al., 2010). Further, we aimed to find out which recruiting methods (Wilden et 

al., 2010) are used and have proven to be effective and which are the main entry 

possibilities at SEB. 

 

To gain information from the perspective of the job seekers we asked the study 

participants from the IT and Business departments questions on their application 

behavior. Second, the interviewees were asked what kind of information and benefits 

they perceive as valuable or important when reading job offers and what convinced them 

to apply at SEB. The intent of these questions was to give clues on how well SEB 

manages to reach its target groups and to what degree SEB provides sufficient 

information (Wilden et al., 2010) and an appealing EVP. 

4.4.2.5.1. Industry Image 
Industry image influences how appealing a company is for prospective employees 

(Wallace et al., 2014). Therefore, questions concerning how employees perceive the 

banking industry in general and as an employer were asked. Further, we asked the 

employees to state three other employers of choice they considered before choosing SEB 

(Branham, 2000). This question provided an understanding of what scope of companies 

and industries employees found appealing before working at SEB and how it differs for 

business or IT employees.  

4.4.2.6. Internal Marketing 
Internal marketing involves communicating the value proposition to current employees 

(Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). This can be done through communication of values, policies, 

or storytelling methods (Mitchell, 2002; Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). To gain insight on 

internal marketing we therefore asked questions such as how SEB creates a connection 

between the company and its employees (Mitchell, 2002), e.g. through company events. 

Further we inquired how SEB evaluates these efforts, e.g. through looking at retention 

rates (Ambler & Barrow, 1996) or employee satisfaction (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004).  

 

We also investigated how SEB is presenting itself to its employees by finding out how 

they get to know the company (Mitchell, 2002), its history and values, e.g. through the 
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intranet or informative meetings, and if they feel supported and inspired by their 

managers and the CEO (Barrow & Mosley, 2011). Finally we asked the respondents if 

SEB has delivered the promises they made regarding career development, salary, work 

environment etc. (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004) and if they would recommend SEB as an 

employer to a friend (Wilden et al., 2010).  

4.4.2.7. Employer Image 
Employer brand image is the actual perception potential or current employees have of the 

company (Wallace et al. 2014). Due to our limited sample and to gain objective 

information about the overall change in SEB’s attractiveness as an employer we decided 

to solely make use of secondary data to analyze this concept. 

4.4.2.8. P-O Fit 
The P-O fit is the compatibility between organization and employee (Kristof, 1996). It 

concerns both the recruitment process and the socialization after hiring (Schneider et al., 

1998). To understand how SEB selects and socializes new employees we asked questions 

concerning the hiring process and the welcome activities. In addition, we investigated 

how SEB has changed its idea of the ideal employee and his or her characteristics. We 

also asked the interviewee from the employer branding department to describe some 

characteristics of the person she think fits in at SEB, and if these desired characteristics 

have changed with the focus on digitization.  

 

We asked the employees if they could identify with the core values of SEB. To get a 

clearer understanding of how they fit in the organization we posed questions such as how 

they would describe their relationship to colleagues, if they are similar to each other, and 

if they are friends outside of work. These questions gave us an image of how 

homogenous the workforce is (Schneider et al., 1998).  

4.4.2.9. Debriefing Phase 
The interviews ended with a debriefing phase where the main findings from the interview 

were presented to round off the session. We also asked a last question about how the 

respondent thinks that SEB’s employer brand could be improved further to identify areas 

of focus that we might have missed. Furthermore after the recorder was turned off the 

interviewees were asked if they would like to add something. This gave the interviewees 
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the opportunity to reveal something they were not comfortable to share before (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009).  

4.5. Data Analysis 
Data analysis started parallel to the data collection. During the data collection we used an 

iterative approach going back and forth with literature between each interview to adjust 

and improve the quality of each interview (Spiggle, 1994). 

 

Immediately after the interviews we discussed and wrote down impression and main 

findings to capture insights that might not be obvious in the coding process (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). Furthermore, all interview recordings were transcribed shortly after 

the interview was conducted (Saunders et al., 2009). This process helps create reliable 

data since we still remembered facial expressions and other non-verbal communication 

that the audio-recording did not capture (Saunders et al., 2009). 

 

After transcription we coded the interview contents based on themes from the theoretical 

framework that were developed into analytical categories. We summarized the data to 

find the core meaning and then categorized it in the framework. The material was 

summarized based on frequency of specific words, similarities and differences between 

respondents and so on. The information from the secondary data was categorized in the 

theoretical framework and chronologically listed to identify changes.  

 

The collected data was summarized and categorized by both authors independently to 

increase the reliability and accuracy of the analysis (Campbell et al., 2013). 

Discrepancies in the coding and analysis process were resolved through discussion 

(Campbell et al., 2013). Lastly, the summarized material was compared to literature from 

our theoretical framework.  

5. Empirical Findings and Analysis 
In the following section the empirical finding from the case study are presented and 

analyzed according to the theoretical framework.  
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5.1. Corporate Brand 
The corporate brand is defined primarily by organizational associations (Aaker, 2004). 

SEB mainly defines its corporate brand through the focus on “relationship banking” and 

its entrepreneurial heritage. This is evident in SEB's core values, vision and corporate 

culture, as well as the strategy and business activities (P.G.; M.F.; T.S.; Interviewee 6). 

The core values were up till 2015 commitment, continuity, mutual respect and 

professionalism, and the mission included being a good corporate citizen, which was 

conceptualized with e.g. the annual CSR report that started in 2008 (SEB Annual Report 

2008). The interviews showed that these values have been successfully incorporated into 

the corporate culture since several employees described SEB with words such as 

professional (P.G.; M.B.) and important actor in society (P.G.; M.B.; M.F.; Interviewee 

6).  

5.1.1. Market Pressures Demand New Competences 
The financial crisis in 2008 raveled the whole financial landscape and changed the 

regulatory framework as well as consumer demands and societal expectations. The result 

is an increased pressure on SEB both concerning meeting the regulatory standards and 

delivering innovative products and services to meet consumer needs (A.C.). As A.C. 

states “SEB needs to be more agile, available 24/7, provide simplicity in private products 

and meet the customers where they want to meet”. In 2008 CEO Annika Falkengren 

identified customer relationships as key in the new financial landscape. Since then SEB 

has recognized IT as a tool to improving customer service through e.g. launching its 

mobile banking services in 2010. This changes were translated into SEB’s new corporate 

values in 2015 which since then are: customer first, commitment, collaboration and 

simplicity. Furthermore, SEB’s strategic ambition for 2015 is “True customer centricity 

in a digitized world” and the long-term roadmap “Vision 2025” also emphasizes 

digitization to serve consumer needs. The alignment of these statements within the 

strategy and corporate values to build a strong and convincing corporate brand is 

supported by researchers like Balmer (2001) and Hatch and Schultz (2001). 

 

A big part of the strategic change includes recognizing the need for new competences, 

which are necessary to meet changing consumer demands. “The main focus going 

forward is service, digitization and the shift in competences to meet future needs.” (SEB 

Vision 2025, 2015). The overall shift in focus is aimed at attracting “next generation 
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competences” as formulated in SEB's 2015 3 year business plan (SEB Annual Report 

2015). Thus employer branding becomes a significant tool to achieve the goal. We found 

that within SEB the new strategic focus started with a change in the corporate brand. The 

need for different types of competences has lead SEB to adapt its overall view on 

employees since they are now mentioned as stakeholders (A.C.; SEB Annual Report 

2011). In addition, SEB is pointing out more what the company provides to its 

employees, e.g. in terms of career development, rather than how employees can 

participate in achieving SEBs goals (SEB Annual Report 2010). Studies by other 

researchers like Aaker (2004) and Burmann et al. (2008) provided similar results. They 

found that the corporate brand should be built in way that it supports and creates 

consistency across all branding strategies, which implies that a shift in strategic focus has 

to involve a change in the corporate brand as well. 

 

At SEB, the CEO is not only highly involved in driving the strategic question of 

digitization but also plays a role within the company's employer branding strategy (SEB, 

2015; P.G; M.B.; T.S.). The same strategy is found in studies by Barrow and Mosley 

(2011) and Hatch and Schultz (2001), which suggests that a shift in strategic focus should 

start at the top management and be translated down on every level to managers and 

employees.  

5.1.2. Challenges 
Due to increasing regulations for Swedish banks that often do not apply to smaller 

financial players, SEB’s ability to innovate and therefore change its corporate brand is 

limited. According to A.C., the regulations increase costs and hence make the company 

less flexible. The other respondents had a similar impression and stated that SEB is a 

rather slow organization and that although it is possible to get your ideas through, it takes 

time (P.G.; M.B.; T.S.). This implies that SEB is likely to remain a rather inflexible 

organization concerning innovation, which might decrease their appeal as an employer 

for new target groups.  

5.2. Employer Brand 
SEB’s employer branding department was started in 2008 by interviewee A.C. In total it 

consists of 16 employees, 6 in Sweden and 2 on every of the four home markets. Its 

employees are from different departments like HR, marketing and communication. This 
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is beneficial since the development of the employer brand demands knowledge from 

different areas (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004; Edwards, 2010). SEB’s work in the field of 

employer branding has gained recognition outside the company. In 2015, Annika 

Falkengren received an award as CEO of the Year in Employer Branding, which 

confirms that she takes up an important role in SEB’s employer branding activities (SEB, 

2015). In addition, A.C. was named Employer Branding Manager of the year for the third 

year in the row during the Universum Talent Excellence Summit & Awards (SEB, 2015).  

 

In 2008 SEB was aiming to be “the best employer in the financial sector”. By 2010 the 

target was to be the “employer of choice” and in 2015 they communicated their 

commitment to be the “most attractive employer”. This statements confirm that the 

company has expanded its employee target group beyond the financial industry.  

5.2.1. Adapted Target Group  
The closing of many of SEB’s branch offices lead to a decline in the number of retail 

workers and raised the demand for personnel in other areas (M.F.; A.C.). As A.C. 

describes SEB’s target group has become broader due to digitization which is supported 

by official statements like this: “SEB’s vision will lead to a gradual competence shift 

broadening the role for client executives and also develop capabilities in service design, 

data analytics and IT developments” (SEB Annual Report, 2015). However, A.C. points 

out that SEB’s main focus still is the traditional target group of finance and business 

people. While in 2008 SEB identified young professionals as their target group (SEB 

Annual Report, 2008), the company reached out more to people straight from university 

in the following years: “SEB strives to be a preferred employer among young 

professionals and students” (SEB CS Report, 2010).  

5.3. Employer Branding 

5.3.1. Employer Value Proposition  
The employer branding literature states (e.g. Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004) that employers 

should provide both functional and symbolic benefits to its current and prospective 

employees to differentiate themselves among competitors. SEB offers both kinds of 

benefits. Overall A.C. summarizes SEB´s Employer Value Proposition as follows:  
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“We offer an interesting, challenging atmosphere with a lot of skilled people. We have 

fun. We have people that are both professional but also have a sense of humor. We like to 

work together in teams. We offer both flexible working hours and compensation. Once 

you start working here, you sense that the culture, the leadership, the way we coach and 

develop employees differs quite a lot from other employers.”  

5.3.1.1. Functional Benefits 
SEB basic functional benefits have remained rather consistent during the study’s 

observation timeframe. The company’s remuneration structure incorporates a base salary, 

short-term compensation, long-term incentive compensation to senior leaders and other 

key employees as well as pension (SEB Annual Reports 2008-2015). SEB did also launch 

a share savings program in 2008 (SEB Annual Report, 2008). The bank further extended 

its benefits for employees with children and in the area of preventive health care benefits 

(SEB CS report, 2010). While career development opportunities had already been a main 

functional factor in 2008, according to official reports SEB has added several programs 

and courses, such as the Leadership & Competence programs LEAD and IBS or courses 

on topics like work/life balance, self-awareness and personal coaching (SEB Annual 

Reports 2008-2015). 

5.3.1.2. Symbolic Benefits 
In annual reports and corporate sustainability reports SEB promotes itself as an employer 

that provides an “inclusive and stimulating work environment” (SEB Annual Report, 

2013) with a focus on leadership, professionalism and cooperation. Also, SEB is 

presented as a place where you achieve a lot when you work hard. These descriptions are 

line with core values such as commitment as well as SEB’s entrepreneurial history. In the 

beginning of the observation time frame in annual reports words like performance and 

development were used as a way to achieve SEB’s goals through hard working 

employees. Over the years the focus has shifted towards the employee as an individual 

that is enabled to develop its competences at SEB (SEB CS Report, 2010). In 2015 (SEB 

Annual Report, 2015) the company described its employees as part of the bank’s value 

creation process, both as individuals and as teams. A.C. and various company reports 

further emphasize SEB’s historic position as the corporate bank in Swedish finance 

industry. On the other hand A.C. describes SEB as a modern and entrepreneurial 

company that is first in developing new products and services. 
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5.3.1.3. Changes and Challenges 
Since 2008 SEB has put more attention towards symbolic benefits like the corporate 

culture. Applying Lievens and Highhouse (2003) findings, that show that symbolic 

benefits often have a greater impact on the employer attractiveness than functional 

benefits, this shift is likely to be related to the company’s goal to attract new (IT) 

competences and hence the need to differentiate SEB more as an employer through 

adapting to their preferences. According to A.C. this is especially important since SEB is 

not only competing with employers from the financial industry but also companies from 

other sectors, such as Spotify, Google and H&M. This strategy differs from prior 

literature, which found that symbolic benefits function as a differentiator within the same 

industry due to similar functional benefits (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). On the other hand 

Lievens and Highhouse (2003) discovered that functional benefits provide advantages 

across industries. 

 

Applying this to SEB’s case they might profit more from pointing out functional benefits 

like workplace and financial security to new target groups like IT, which is usually 

attracted to companies outside the banking industry. This is supported by the respondents 

P.G. and M.B. who value the possibility to get loans at a very low rate at SEB. They 

perceived this as a bigger benefit than working for a “cool” company because it enables 

them to buy an apartment. However, people that mainly value innovation and creativity 

and expect it from their employer might not be persuaded since SEB might be unable to 

compete on these symbolic benefits. Respondent A.C. is aware of these challenges and 

admits that SEB still has to become “more aware of and communicate what makes us 

unique”. She adds that at this point they are not sure yet which benefits new target group 

values or wants to hear about. However, Interviewee 6 suggests that SEB should be 

braver in pointing out what they already do have to offer. 

5.3.2. External Marketing 
In 2010 started using Social Media platforms like Facebook and LinkedIn as a 

recruitment channel (SEB Annual Report, 2010). This reflects the company’s goal to 

appeal to its younger target group. Most interviewees rather relied on websites like 

academic work or traineeguiden and tips from their personal network when looking for 

an open position. Also in 2010, the IT Young Professional Program, which is targeted 

towards IT, graduates was launched (SEB Annual Reports 2010). It acts as an entry 
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platform besides the International Trainee Program, which is open for graduates with all 

kinds of academic backgrounds. Both were considered appealing entry opportunities by 

the interviewees who all started their career through them. They gave them the possibility 

to start at SEB in a fun way (T.S.; M.F.) while getting to know different departments 

(P.G.; T.S.), traveling (P.G.) and figuring out in which direction to head afterwards 

(T.S.). 

 

To let the new target group know about these entry possibilities SEB is currently trying to 

identify the schools these competences attend, as well as their networks. As A.C. states: 

”We know which people to look for but don´t know exactly yet where to find them.” To 

get in touch with IT competences SEB is planning to increase its collaborations with 

universities like Hyper Island, which specialize on digital and media educations (A.C.). 

Simultaneously SEB intends to maintain its existing and successful cooperation’s with 

big universities like Uppsala and Lund, an area in which SEB has already been active in 

2008 (A.C.).  

 

To point out the benefits SEB offers, brand ambassadors like the former trainees P.G., 

T.S, M.F., M.B. and Interviewee 6 as well as experienced professionals are in the field at 

universities fairs to meet prospective employees and explain their work and challenges 

(A.C.). P.G. experienced that students are mostly interested in hearing about the daily 

tasks since internships are not common in Sweden and the graduates therefore often do 

not know what to expect. The fact that three interviewees established their first contact 

with SEB at university job fair (M.B.; M.F.; Interviewee 6), supports Wilden et al.’s 

(2010) finding that the participation in university job fairs as well as Word-of-Mouth as 

effective external marketing methods. Interested students are also invited to roundtable 

discussions SEB to “feel the culture” and get to know the company’s processes. Further, 

P.G. states that: “I got folders to take home with information and therefore had a good 

understanding of what I was going to get.”. 

5.3.2.1. What Benefits Convinced the Interviewees to Work at SEB? 
SEB’s established brand and company size was a major factor for many interviewees 

when they considered working there (P.G., M.B., T.S., Interviewee 6). Prior studies also 

found that symbolic factors like prestige are highly important when choosing an 

employer (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003; Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). P.G. for instance 
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valued SEB’s brand because “it is good for the CV and also because it is a big company 

with many opportunities”. SEB’s known name further provided functional value for 

respondents like T.S.. Since she is raising a child, having a secure job the possibility to 

work in the company for a few years in different positions was important for her. The 

functional benefit salary was considered a disadvantage by many interviewees since they 

considered SEB’s offer to be below industry average. However, while salary is important 

to them to a certain degree, other things like career development opportunities, which 

was even seen as a hygiene factor by P.G., supportive leadership, challenging work tasks 

and a nice work environment are valued higher. As mentioned before, SEB also makes up 

for the rather low salary through other functional benefits such as low interests on loans 

(P.G.).  

5.3.2.2. Challenges 
P.G. was originally not very interested at working for a bank and shared M.B.’s 

perception that SEB was only looking for finance people. After talking to a friend who 

told him about the certified International Trainee program P.G. overcame his doubts. 

M.B. also was convinced once he learned about the Young Professional Program, which 

identified him as the target group. These findings support the importance of providing 

sufficient information to prospective employees (Wilden et al., 2010). While SEB is 

providing extensive and transparent information to interested students as suggested by 

Wilden et al. (2010) as well as Backhaus and Tikoo (2004), they are not yet fully 

successful in reaching the new target group. At the moment they are not included in the 

considered set of employers since people from the IT or even business target group are 

not aware that SEB is looking for them. 

 

A.C. states that in the future, SEB’s “Vision 2025” will play a bigger role in the branding 

activities. This means that storytelling methods, which Mitchell (2002) found to be 

convincing, will be used to communicate where SEB is heading. The goal is to convince 

new target groups that working at SEB involves exciting tasks not only for business 

workers (A.C.). SEB therefore is adjusting its external communication to attract 

competences that do not consider SEB as an obvious or convincing employer choice yet. 

According to existing research this process might create problems concerning the 

credibility of SEB’s employer brand. As scholars like Mitchell (2002) and Wilden et al., 

(2010) point out, information provided by the employer is seen as less credible when it is 
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not consistent with the corporate brand. Applying Aaker’s (2004) findings SEB therefore 

needs to adjust the communication of its corporate brand in order to implement a strategic 

change in its employer brand successfully. Therefore, establishing SEB as a modern 

company in the mind of new target groups may take some time and extensive efforts.  

5.3.2.3. Industry Image 
The image of the banking industry is rather negative, especially since the financial crisis 

when the lack of trust towards banks became an increasing obstacle (Edelman Trust 

Barometer, 2015). SEB reacted to this in 2008 by starting to publish CSR reports, which 

highlight SEB efforts in becoming a good corporate citizen. The chairman of the board 

regularly refers to the financial sector's responsibility, what SEB is doing and have done 

to improve the financial landscape (SEB Annual Report 2010; SEB Annual Report 2012). 

SEB was ranked as No. 1 in Sweden regarding openness and anti-corruption work by 

Transparency International (SEB Annual Report 2012). This efforts suggest that SEB is 

working for an improved industry image of banking. 

5.3.2.3.1. The Banking Industry as an Employer 
The interviewees portrayed mixed opinions of the banking industry. M.B. thinks SEB is 

an important and good actor in society but skeptical friends questioned him if it really 

was his dream to work for an bank. P.G. thought that the banking industry was a “dying 

dinosaur” before he came to SEB.  

 

From our interviews we found that none of our respondents initially considered a bank as 

an employer when they searched for a job. The preferences were scattered, P.G. was 

interested in the defense industry due to their innovativeness and technological 

advancements or could even have considered working for a football club. M.B. wanted to 

be a programmer at IBM or Dice, or a consultant at Knowit or Ciber. Interviewee 6 

mostly applied at Fast Moving Consumer Goods companies like Unilever or Coca Cola, 

SEB was the only bank she applied at. For some it was due to lack of information, which 

created a certain image of the banking industry. Interviewee 6 did not even know she 

could do social media marketing in a bank, which confirms our findings concerning 

insufficient information delivered through external marketing. Others were directly 

influenced by the negative industry image (P.G.) that directly affected the perception of a 

potential employer (Wallace et al., 2014).  
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Overall, the findings indicate that industry image did have an impact on the attractiveness 

of SEB as an employer. However, what the respondents have in common is that their 

decision to work at a bank was decided by the position and company (M.B.; M.F.; P.G.; 

Interviewee 6). This shows that a negative industry image can be overcome by a 

convincing EVP and a strong corporate brand. 

5.3.3. Internal Marketing 
We identified three main methods that SEB uses to incorporate its employer brand and 

delivers its EVP which are (1) Inspiring Leadership, (2) Career Development 

Opportunities and (3) Organizational Culture. 

5.3.3.1. Inspiring Leadership 
SEB’s core values are internally communicated through department meetings, group 

exercises, courses on the Intranet, as well as big events (T.S.; P.G.; M.B.) like the 

“Vision 2025” announcement at the end of 2015. During these events as well as in the 

daily work environment CEO Annika Falkengren plays an important role in 

implementing the digitization strategy. This is supported by P.G.’s statement: “Annika is 

the driver behind digitization” or T.S. who says that: “She is mentioned in every sentence 

when we talked about our goals and where we are going.” Her strong leadership 

therefore provides direction. Barrow and Mosley (2011) as well as Mitchell (2002) also 

found this to be the case and note that leadership is especially important in times of 

change. Since 2011 employees can for instance chat with her on the intranet when they 

have questions about the strategic changes (SEB CS Report 2011). As M.B. states: 

“Annika’s words are translated in every step down the organization, then everyone 

translates it into practice”. The strong leadership by Annika and other superiors is part of 

SEB’s corporate identity and is appreciated by interviewees like P.G., T.S and M.B. who 

were looking for that in an employer. This close interaction between superiors and 

employees has therefore created an emotional connection as also indicated by Mitchell 

(2002). 

5.3.3.2. Career Development Opportunities 
One of SEB’s main functional benefits is the career and competence development 

opportunities at the company. In practice this promise is implemented through various 

courses and programs for “generalists, specialists, and managers” (SEB Annual Report 

2010). The respondents of the study took part in trainings with a focus on leadership 
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(P.G.; M.B.) as well as teambuilding or communication (P.G.; T.S.). The interviewees 

also receive regular feedback from their superiors who are assisting them in developing 

further by asking them about their career plans and suggesting competence trainings 

(M.B.; T.S.). All respondents have the feeling that showing initiative is rewarded at SEB. 

As T.S. puts it: ”When you work very hard it will pay off”. This in line with how SEB 

describes itself as an employer: “The Bank’s business is strengthened by having 

employees who constantly improve their competence and insights: developing leaders 

who take long-term business responsibility” (SEB Annual Report 2010). 

 

Aligned with their entrepreneurial encouragement, SEB has an innovation lab where 

employees can take time off from their normal job to work on exciting projects. This is 

voluntary and gives the employees a chance to be creative and develop new business 

ideas. From the interviews we found that about half of the respondents had participated in 

the innovation lab (P.G., T.S., Interviewee 6).  

 

To show how far you can come in the company SEB also publishes inspiring success 

stories of employees on the Intranet (A.C.). One of the most compelling stories is Annika 

Falkengren’s rise from being one of the first trainees in SEB to becoming CEO (P.G.). 

This can be seen as a form of storytelling, which Mitchell (2002) also found to be an 

effective method. Moreover, positions are posted internally first which emphasizes the 

importance of the two graduate programs as a source of external recruitment (A.C.; P.G.). 

Furthermore, an internal career day was introduced in 2010 to communicate career and 

development opportunities better (SEB Annual Report 2010). In 2011, the collaboration 

platform Connection was started to connect colleagues globally and enable them to share 

knowledge and ideas (SEB CS Report 2011). For 2016 the launch of an internal campus 

is planned (SEB Annual Report 2015). This initiatives as well as the responses by the 

interviewees indicate that the promise of SEB’s EVP to provide career and development 

opportunities is fulfilled. 

5.3.3.3. Organizational Culture 
“The comparably low salary made me hesitate at the beginning since I could have gotten 

more somewhere else. But SEB has so many other benefits, this morning I could go to a 

doctor’s appointment without worrying about the hours” (T.S.). P.G. has a similar 

opinion: “SEB made me realize to look at all the benefits, not only salary”. The 
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interviewees especially appreciate the low hierarchies at SEB and the possibility to easily 

get in touch with people from different levels and departments. M.F. says: “all managers 

are very good and helpful, they want to be close to the team and employees”. The 

pleasant workplace atmosphere where they can work autonomously and can always meet 

up with colleagues for a coffee break is also seen as an advantage.  

 

In conclusion, the respondents are convinced by SEB’s employer brand. All business and 

IT interviewees have even represented the company as a brand ambassador at university 

job fairs voluntarily (P.G.; M.B.; T.S.; M.F.; Interviewee 6). In the future SEB hopes to 

“have even more employees as good ambassadors for SEB, all of them if possible!” 

(A.C.) 

5.3.3.4. Challenges 
While most interviewees agree that the EVP has been delivered, they do perceive SEB as 

a rather slow company with long decision making processes and IT systems (M.B.). 

Many people are also not very open for changes like digitization (M.F.). The respondents 

perceive this resistance as quite frustrating since they see change as a positive thing. M.F. 

thought that SEB’s IT department would be more modern like at Spotify and had to adapt 

to the idea that it is still “bank IT”. The closing of branch offices has also created 

difficulties since employees were reassigned to other departments like IT where they are 

not familiar with the tasks (T.S.). Some interviewees therefore state that they cannot 

identify with SEB as a whole. T.S. and M.B. feel that the IT department is not integrated 

well into the company, which becomes clear in T.S. statement: “I feel like I work in an IT 

company within SEB”. She states that her department is not yet integrated enough in the 

organization to really contribute to business solutions. M.F. also feels that SEB has to 

work harder to make the company one unit. This indicates that even though the strong 

leadership by CEO Annika Falkengren had many positive effects, it was not able to stop 

the development of department “silos”. This contradicts Barrow and Mosley (2011) who 

state that active senior leadership can prevent this. 

 

The interviews show that SEB still has a long way to go to implement its new digitization 

strategy. M.B. says that the focus on IT is more words than action at this point. The IT 

department is still separated both in physical location and in hierarchy (M.B.). SEB 

addresses this issue by the plan “OneSEB” which is aimed at integrating the company's 
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different divisions (SEB Annual Report 2011). Additionally, the whole company (4500 

employees) is moving to a new office building in 2017, which is expected to help the 

integration (Collin, 2015). 

5.3.3.5. Evaluation Methods 
SEB has used different methods to evaluate its internal marketing efforts. Between 2008 

and 2012 a survey called Voice was used which was superseded by the Insight survey in 

2013 (SEB Annual Reports 2008-2013). The Insight survey measures e.g. the employee 

engagement and effectiveness rate. It also records what share of the workforce would 

recommend SEB as a place to work (SEB Annual Report 2013). During the interviews all 

respondents said that they would recommend SEB as an employer to a friend. A.C. states 

that SEB evaluates how many people find new careers within SEB instead of leaving. 

According to company reports, the results from these tools are used to enhance SEB’s 

employer brand and branding strategy (SEB CS Report, 2010). However, it is difficult to 

evaluate the progress since 2008 because different surveys were used. This is affirmed by 

A.C. who states that evaluating the success of both external and internal employer 

branding efforts is a difficult task.  

 

Since the start of the observation period the turnover rate has decreased from 13.8% to 

9% as shown in Figure 2. This confirms findings by scholars like Ambler and Barrow 

(1996) and Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) that employer branding leads to employee 

retention. The decrease in the turnover indicates that SEB’s internal marketing methods 

are effective. It could also be explained by Mitchell’s (2002) finding that employees are 

more productive and loyal to their employer when they feel close to the brand. However, 

the sick leave rate, which has decreased since 2008 from 3.5% to 2.8% in 2015, is still 

above the 2014 national average of 2.4% (SEB CS Report, 2014). 
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Figure 2. Sick Leave and Turnover Rate 

The sick leave and turnover rate at SEB from 2008-2015. 

5.4. Employer Image 

5.4.1. SEB’s Position in the Banking Industry Among IT Students 
As Table 2 shows, in 2016 SEB has recovered its position in the Universum employer 

ranking among IT students after losing many ranks 2009 and are now again on position 

31 as in 2008. The decrease of SEB’s employer attractiveness is likely to be related to the 

financial crisis in 2009 and its negative effect on the image of the financial industry. 

 

 

Table 2. Ranking Among IT Students 

SEBs ranking among IT students and Business Students years 2008-2016. Source: Universum Ranking 

Year  2008  2009  2010  2011  2012  2013  2014  2015  2016 

                   
IT  31  49  45  35  35  42  39  33  31 

Business  6  14  9  8  7  8  9  9  9 

                   

 
 

On the other hand SEB has managed to become the most attractive employer from the 

banking industry for IT students in 2016 (Table 3). The company has therefore outpaced 
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Swedbank, which has consistently been ranked as the most attractive bank between 2012 

and 2015. This progress suggests that SEB’s employer branding strategy towards this 

target group is successful.  

 

Table 3. Ranking of Swedish Banks 

Employer Rankings of the biggest Swedish Banks among IT students between 2012 and 2015. Source: 
Universum Ranking 

  2012  2013  2014  2015  2016  Average 

             
SEB  35  42  39  33  31  36 

Swedbank  27  29  30  30  34  30 

Handelsbanken  58  41  37  39  52  45,4 

Nordea  41  58  47  56  54  51,2 

             
 

5.4.2. SEB´s Position in the Banking Industry Among Business Students 
While SEB was the sixth most attractive employer among business students in 2008, the 

company lost 8 ranks among this target group in 2009 (Table 2). SEB was able to reenter 

the top ten in 2010 but has not regained its position of 2008. However, remaining at a 

rather stable position over the last seven years can be seen as a good result considering 

that SEB is competing increasingly with companies outside the industry for the business 

target group, which are perceived as more modern. Spotify for instance has moved up 

from rank 15 in 2012 to place 4 in 2016. 

 

Table 4. Ranking Among Business Students 

Employer Rankings of the biggest Swedish Banks among Business students between 2012 and 2016. 
Source: Universum Ranking 

  2012  2013  2014  2015  2016  Average 

             
Handelsbanken  9  6  7  5  5  5,75 

Swedbank  6  7  6  7  8  7 

SEB  7  8  9  9  9  8,75 

Nordea  14  12  10  11  10  10,75 

             
 
 

The consistently high attractiveness of SEB indicates that the organization has been 

successful in establishing itself as an appealing employer for business students (Table 4). 
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However, among its competitors from the banking industry SEB has only ranked in third 

place between 2012 and 2016. Handelsbanken on the other hand was able to replace 

Swedbank as the industry leader from 2015 on. While Nordea was still in last place in 

2016, the bank has improved its position every year since 2012 and could therefore 

present a threat to SEB in the future. 

5.5. P-O Fit 
From the interview with P.G. we found that it is hard to get into SEB other than through 

the trainee program and young professionals program, branch offices, or to get 

headhunted. This is also implied by SEB’s focus on internal recruiting (SEB Annual 

Reports 2008-2015). This means that the trainee program and young professionals 

program are a recruitment methods of significance for SEB and will therefore be 

analyzed.  

5.5.1 Recruitment Process 
SEB intends to create the P-O fit through conveying the company culture throughout the 

recruitment process. It is important that employees fit in the culture (A.C.), which values 

professionalism and networking (P.G.; M.B.). A.C. states “We try to hire more for 

attitude than for skills”. She describes that SEB is “looking for people with a high 

interest in what they are doing, a drive. People who are curious, not afraid of asking 

questions, like to work in teams, like to develop, and see themselves for at least 3 years at 

SEB”.  

 

Several former trainees perceived the recruitment process as extensive. According to 

Schneider (1987) this would leave time and opportunity both for the organization to get 

more information about candidates and select the right people, and for the individual to 

select themselves out of the process if they do not perceive a fit. On the other hand, two 

respondents described getting an offer after the long process made them feel like “the 

chosen one”, which strengthens their motivation and dedication for the job (M.B.; T.S.). 

The recruitment process involves several steps including phone interviews, which are 

followed by an assessment day at SEB during which more interviews and logical tests are 

conducted. Here the candidates have time to mingle with employees and bosses. Lastly, 

the remaining candidates are invited to SEB again for in-depth interviews and personality 

tests before they are presented with a job offer. 
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5.5.2. Socialization Process 
The socialization process for new employees includes presentations about SEB and a 

welcome package with information about the company and the benefits offered (A.C.; 

T.S.; M.F.). During the initial phase, SEB uses internal marketing methods to make the 

employees more connected to the company. We found that there are events for the 

employees to get to know the company and colleagues (T.S.; M.F.; Interviewee 6). Social 

activities like sports and trainee alumni event are also available after the starting period 

(Interviewee 6). While many respondents were skeptical when they started, they now feel 

more connected to the company (P.G.; M.B.; M.F.). This suggests that SEBs socialization 

method is successful. 

 

The trainee program is designed in accordance to how Schneider et al. (1998) describes 

the creation of the P-O fit: (1) a long recruitment process which is the selection process to 

find the right kind of people, and (2) socialization process that makes the final details fit 

and happens at SEB through one year (International Trainee) or half a year (Young 

Professionals Program) of networking and getting to know the company (M.B.). The 

combined view on the P-O fit (Schneider et al. 1998) is applied practically and seems to 

be effective.  

5.5.3. Hiring For Attitude 
The A-S-A model and the creation of a P-O fit can lead to homogeneity in organizations 

(Schneider et al., 1998). So far SEB has been successful in attracting business people, 

which lead to an organizational culture that represents the values and preferences of this 

target group. SEB has identified this as a problem and reacted with an adapted EVP and 

recruitment process to become more attractive to new target groups like the IT one. 

Appealing to a broader target group could create problems concerning the P-O fit since 

employees with very different backgrounds are entering the company. SEB tackles this 

obstacle through the approach “hiring for attitude over skills” (A.C.), which is supposed 

to ensure the compatibility of the different target groups.  

 

A.C. says that nowadays SEB puts more focus on soft skills. A.C. states that “before we 

looked a lot for skills, grades and experience”. Over the years it has also become more 

important that the values of the employee match the core values of SEB. From the 

interviews with the business and IT employees we found that they value different things. 



 43 

Interviewee 6 searched for an organization that shares her values on sustainability and 

diversity, M.F. looked for an innovative and new thinking company and P.G. searched for 

inspiring leadership. They all found what they were looking for at SEB. This supports the 

notion that employees want to work for a company that matches their image of 

themselves and that an employer is chosen based on one’s self-image and used to define 

oneself (Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982; McCracken, 1986). On the other hand, M.B. does 

not identify with SEB and the core of what they do, he feels that he is not part of 

“OneSEB”, the same goes for T.S.. 

 

Our findings indicate that the respondents fit in at SEB regarding their personality and 

preferences. This is evident in that they are interested in developing their career at SEB, 

they appreciate leadership, and they have good relationships with colleagues even outside 

of work. However, some feel disconnected for other reasons like the lack of integration of 

the IT department. This can be because of the difficulty in achieving P-O fit in large 

companies due to the possibility of subcultures in different departments (Werbel & 

DeMarie, 2005). 

5.6 Summary 
Based on the structure of our theoretical framework Figure 3 summarizes the empirical 

findings.
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Figure 3. Summary of Empirical Findings 
The findings are incorporated into our theoretical framework. Market pressures triggered a change in SEB’s corporate brand, during 2015 SEB changed their core values, 

vision and mission. This lead to an adaptation of the employer brand to attract new competences. The adjusted EVP is communicated through new channels however the new 

target group has not been reached fully yet and SEB has to point out its main benefits more. In addition, SEB has to overcome a rather negative industry image. The EVP is 

also incorporated into the organizational culture; still SEB is struggling to make everyone feel like part of the company. Through adjusted employer branding activities an 

improved employer image among the IT student target group was achieved. Furthermore, the extensive recruitment process for the trainee program SEB manages to 

successfully select the right people that are later socialized into the company to create the P-O fit. Creating this fit reinforces the adapted corporate and employer brand. 

Corporate Brand 
Adapted core values and strategic focus on 
digitization, customers and employees, 
strong leadership  

Market Pressures 
Regulations 
New Competition 
Changing Customer Demands 

Employer Brand 
Received recognition through 
awards, new target group 
Target: Most attractive employer 
not only in finance industry 

EVP 
Improved symbolic 
benefits, functional 
remain important and are 
extended 
Challenge: Differentiator 
has to be identified 

External Marketing 
New channels + entry 
program 
Challenge: Target group not 
fully reached 

Internal Marketing 
Inspiring leadership + 
storytelling, competence 
development, reduced 
turnover rate 
Challenge: Department 
integration 

Employer Image  
Most attractive bank 
among IT students 

Industry Image  
Still an obstacle that 
SEB tries to overcome 

P-O Fit 
“Attitude over Skills”, 
Achieved through 
recruitment process and 
socialization, welcome 
program, reinforcing 
SEB’s culture 
 



 45 

The empirical findings support the steps and the connection between them within our 

theoretical framework. It could therefore be used as a guideline on how to adapt the 

employer brand in order to appeal to a broader target group. First, a change in the 

employer brand starts at corporate brand level. It then has to be fully be translated to all 

levels and departments to make the change credible. Second, it needs to be 

communicated both internally and externally in a convincing way. Third, the industry 

image affects how the employer image is perceived and therefore might influence it in a 

negative or positive way. Fourth, the findings indicate that creating a P-O fit through in a 

two steps process is important when broadening the target group. It assures that the 

different target groups are a united workforce that identifies with the employer brand and 

therefore reinforces it.  

6. Discussion and Future Research 
The findings support the steps in our theoretical framework concerning how to attract a 

broader target group of employees. The framework extends the theory on employer 

branding and provides several avenues for future research. The connections we found 

need to be tested further. Below we present some areas of particular interest. 

6.1. Leadership 
Leadership is a widely researched area, but in relation to employer branding it is still 

rather unexplored. Past research has indicated that a strategic change of the employer 

brand requires leadership involvement (Barrow & Mosley, 2011). It should also start in 

the corporate brand and then be translated into a company’s other brands such as the 

employer brand (Aaker, 2004; Hatch & Schultz, 2001). Our findings support this idea 

through revealing that strong leadership from the top management plays an important role 

in implementing a change of the employer brand. In SEB’s case leadership is even 

communicated externally and internally as a symbolic benefit that is an important part of 

the employer brand. This suggests that leadership plays a role for prospective employees 

when considering an employer. Future research could therefore investigate the effect of 

leadership on employer attractiveness and how important this symbolic benefit is.  
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6.2. External Marketing 
According to literature symbolic benefits have gained importance in employer branding 

as a differentiator (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003) especially within an industry (Backhaus 

& Tikoo, 2004). SEB adapted its employer brand by incorporating more symbolic 

benefits in the EVP. However, our findings show that functional benefits like 

development opportunities, safe employment and inexpensive loans are highly 

appreciated by the new IT target group, which is usually more drawn to companies 

outside the industry. Appealing functional benefits that were communicated convincingly 

by brand ambassadors were even a deciding factor for applying in some cases. This 

suggests that employers, e.g. the banking industry, that are competing for employees 

across industries, e.g. the tech industry, might not benefit from trying to offer superior 

symbolic benefits. Competing on benefits like innovativeness with companies like 

Spotify is not an ideal strategy since it does not emphasize the strengths of the bank as an 

employer. Instead these employers could focus on communicating the functional benefits 

that are not offered by other industries. We found that tools like word-of-mouth are a 

persuasive way to raise the awareness of these benefits among the target group. To 

increase the knowledge about this topic we suggest that future research could investigate 

the impact of functional and symbolic benefits on applicants within and across industries. 

This would provide insights on when it makes sense to compete with symbolic or 

functional benefits. 

6.3. Industry Image 
Our study confirms that the banking industry is still struggling with a negative industry 

image (Edelman Trust Barometer, 2015). In addition, banks are subjects to many 

regulations that other industries do not face, which results in a restricted innovativeness 

and flexibility. These two factors affect the attractiveness of an employer in that 

particular industry. Appealing to a new target group that values innovativeness is difficult 

since changing their perception of an employer and an industry requires time and 

strategic changes. To extend the understanding of the employer brand and its connection 

to industry image, it would be interesting to further research what different strategies can 

be applied to overcome a negative industry image. In SEB’s case, it seems that an effort 

was made to improve the perception people have of the banking industry by providing a 

good example as a corporate citizen through communicating its CSR activities. However, 
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it is possible that another strategy for a company could consist of distancing itself from 

the industry and thereby avoid negative associations. A third option could be 

collaborating with competitors within the industry to jointly change the industry image. 

Future research could investigate in which scenarios which strategy would be most 

successful. Since a negative industry image is not only restricted to the banking sector 

this has a broader relevance. 

 

Our research shows that the general industry image of the banking sector has an impact 

on which the target group perceives itself to be of interest for employers within this 

industry. Our study indicates that prospective employees might not be aware that a 

company is trying to attract them because of the traditional finance target group 

associated with the banking industry. This presents a problem because it hinders the 

company to communicate its EVP and thereby convince new target groups to apply. 

Since this could be of interest in other industries as well future research could look at 

how organizations overcame this challenge. Our results indicate that offering trainee 

programs targeted specifically towards a new target group seem to be a good method. 

This and other approaches could be tested through further research. 

6.4. P-O Fit 
Our research indicates that employer branding is an effective method in creating a P-O 

fit. The findings suggest that the socialization process takes time. Therefore tools like a 

trainee program that allow new employees to get to know the organizational culture and 

values seem to be useful for integrating newcomers in a structured way. Vice versa a high 

P-O fit seems to have several advantages for developing a strong employer brand. First, it 

reinforces the organizational culture and the corporate brand, which is the base for the 

employer brand. This supports the reinforcing character of our theoretical framework. 

Second, the findings suggest that a high compatibility among the employees ensures an 

easier communication and hence a more effective workplace. However, the study 

indicates that a total P-O fit and an identification with the corporate values seems hard to 

achieve, especially since the findings confirmed that there exist subcultures in different 

departments. 

 

The research further revealed some challenges that arise when companies focus too much 

on achieving a perfect P-O fit through hiring employees mainly based on the right 
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attitude. This approach might result in missing out on important competences and people 

that bring in fresh ideas but are not the ideal fit. Similar ideas have been discussed by 

Schneider (1987) and Schneider et al. (1998). This could present a problem when 

operating in a dynamic market environment where innovation is important and different 

kinds of competences are needed. Due to the limited scope of our study we could not 

fully evaluate the level of homogeneity at SEB. Therefore we suggest that future research 

could aim at investigating the link between P-O fit and homogeneity in organizations in 

more detail. In addition, it could be examined whether a high level of homogeneity and 

P-O fit can be an obstacle or a tool when adjusting the employer brand.  

6.5. Limitations of Our Research 
The main limitation of our study is related to our sample of interviewees. The group of 

respondents from the areas of IT and Business consisted solely of people at the beginning 

of their career but not experienced professionals. Wilden et al. (2010) find that job 

seekers with little work experience are especially influenced by the impressions of the 

company's product brands in the consumer market. It could be possible that people with 

more experience are more critical, value different benefits from their employer, and have 

other employers to compare SEB with and therefore have more insight into the labor 

market. An interesting approach would be to follow young professionals during their 

career in a longitudinal study to see how their preferences and opinions towards their 

employer change.  
 

7. Conclusion  
In times of digitization Swedish banks are in need of new kinds of competences to react 

to changing consumer demands. However, their attractiveness as an employer and ability 

to recruit competences is impaired by a negative industry image. Employer branding can 

act as a tool to overcome this obstacle. Since little research exists on how to change the 

employer brand to appeal to new target groups this paper analyzes the steps and 

challenges within this adaptation process.  

 

The research is based on our own theoretical framework, which combines existing 

employer branding literature with research on industry image and P-O fit. Based on this 

framework we conducted a qualitative case study of the Swedish bank SEB. The 



 49 

company adapted its corporate brand, which is the base of the employer brand, and was 

thereby able to improve its employer image among the new target group of IT employees. 

Even though SEB is more successful in attracting this target group than other Swedish 

banks the company is still struggling to get in contact with the new target group. This is 

partly related to the negative industry image. Within the organization many efforts have 

been made to communicate the adapted employer brand and create an integrated 

workforce. While some achievements have been made SEB is not yet able to fully reach 

its goals. The same is the case for SEB’s attempts in creating a P-O fit. The recruitment 

process is designed in a way that supports existing P-O fit theory. However, the fit is 

limited due to structural conditions such as the lack of integration of the IT department 

with the rest of the company. These problems hinder a full adaptation of SEB’s corporate 

brand and in turn the employer brand. 

 

Our contribution to existing research is the extension of the theory on employer branding. 

We achieved this through building our own theoretical framework, which connects the 

concepts of employer branding, corporate brand, industry image and P-O fit in a self-

reinforcing circle. These connections were confirmed by our study, which means that we 

both support existing theory and extend Backhaus and Tikoo`s (2004) framework on 

employer branding by adding the concepts of P-O fit (Schneider, 1987; Schneider et al., 

1998) as well as industry image (Burmann et al., 2008; Petkovic, 2008; Wilden et al., 

2010; Wallace et al., 2014). 

7.1. Managerial Implications 
Our findings provide several practical implications. First, the theoretical framework can 

be used as a guideline when adapting the employer brand. It maps out the steps of the 

process and illustrates cause and effect relations between the concepts. Practitioners 

could therefore for instance use the framework to see which departments need to be 

involved when implementing a change in the employer brand. 

 

Second, we found that the P-O fit is a process that is created over time. Since a P-O fit is 

beneficial both for the company as well as the employee, this implies that it is valuable to 

invest in the recruitment process as well as the socialization process of new employees. 

This can be done through activities like welcoming events, which will pay off since P-O 

fit is related to job satisfaction and organizational commitment. On a bigger level we 
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found that offering trainee programs is helpful both during the recruitment and 

socialization process. Participants have the opportunity to get to know the company and 

their coworkers once they are selected after an extensive recruitment phase.  

 

Additionally, in large companies there can exist sub-cultures in the different departments, 

which might influence or hinder the P-O fit process. We therefore suggest that large 

companies should put extra effort in increasing the integration and communication 

between departments. This could for instance happen through social events where 

employees from different departments can interact. To make employees feel more 

connected to the company and its products, we suggest the creation of a platform where 

people can collaborate to develop new business solutions. At SEB this happened at the 

innovation lab. 

 

Third, our findings show that brand ambassadors are an effective tool when 

communicating with prospective employees since they are able to convey the most 

relevant information in an convincing way. Through conveying facts about the daily job 

tasks as well as the corporate culture the possibility of a mismatch is decreased. Hence 

we propose that this form of word-of-mouth should be incorporated in external marketing 

activities.  

 

Lastly, we found that it is difficult to attract prospective employees from a new target 

group due to their low awareness of the company as an employer. Our recommendation 

therefore consists of offering trainee programs especially designed for highly relevant 

new target groups. Since these programs are perceived as an interesting way to entry the 

work life and enable prospective employees to overcome doubts concerning e.g. industry 

image, we consider this to be a good method to increase the employer attractiveness.
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Appendix 1 

Interview guide for the Employer Branding Employee at 

SEB 

We are doing our master thesis about employer branding and more specifically about 

how banks work with employer branding to attract talents. We will talk about SEB's 

corporate and employer brand as well as the branding activities towards different target 

groups. This is especially interesting now that you are facing a need for IT competences 

to digitalize. We are not going to put you full name in the paper, we are going to use your 

initials. If you want to completely anonymous it is possible and we will then remove 

information that can identify you. 

  
General Questions 

●      What is your position in the company? 

●      How long have you been working there? 

  
Corporate brand and identity 

●      Can you tell us about SEB’s corporate brand? 

●      What are the main value and the identity of SEB within the corporate brand? 

●      Which stakeholders are the corporate brand directed to? 

● Would you say that the corporate brand of SEB changed, e.g. because of the 

vision of digitalization? In what way? 

  

Employer brand 

●      Is Employer branding an important issue at SEB? If yes, why? 

●      Why do you even use it? Not all companies have it 

●      How is Employer Branding connected to digitalization and innovation 

within SEB? 

●      Which departments are involved in the task of employer branding? 

●      Have there been major changes in SEB´s employer brand in the last years? What 

kind of changes and what was their reason? 

  

Employer branding activities 
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         EVP 

●      Describe what kind of benefits SEB´s offers to employees 

●      Who are you competing against for employees? 

●      Who are the competitors within the industry and outside? 

●      How do you think that the banking sector is perceived as an employer? 

●      Does it differ depending on business or IT sectors? 

● How does SEB differ from the competition (both IT and other banks) in the job 

market? What more do they have to offer? 

          

External marketing 

●      How is the employee target group(s) defined? Has the main target group changed 

a lot during the last years and through the strategic goal of digitalization? 

●      Which channels are used (University, Social Media, Job Fairs etc.) for recruiting? 

●      Do the channels differ for Business + IT personnel? 

●     Does the communication, e.g. the words used in brochures, job advertisements, 

differ for IT and Business workers?  

●   How does SEB evaluate the success of their external employer brand? (E.g. 

number of applications, rankings) 

  
P-O fit          

●      Describe some characteristics of the person that you think fits in to SEB? 

● Have these characteristics changes recently since the vision of digitalization was 

formed? 

●      What do you think that business people search for in an employer? 

●      What do you think that IT people search for in an employer? 

●      Do  you believe these groups search for different things? 

●      Does SEB perceive any problems with this? 

          

Internal marketing 

●      Is employer branding also applied to existing employees? 

● How do you make sure that the goals of SEB and goals of your employees are 

aligned? 

● What methods (e.g. storytelling/history/values of SEB) are used to create a united 

and dedicated workforce? 
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● How do you measure if the employees are satisfied at SEB: retention rate, surveys 

to monitor employee satisfaction etc. 

  

Employer brand image 

●      How do you perceive SEB as an employer? 

●      What are the benefits and drawbacks of working for SEB? 

●      How did you perceive SEB as an employer before you started working here? 

  
General question 

● How do you think SEB could improve their employer brand even further? From 

your view as an employee as well as an employer branding expert? 

●      Is there something that you want to add that we have missed?  
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Appendix 2 
Interview guide for IT and Business employees at SEB 

We are doing our master thesis about employer branding and more specifically about how 

banks work with employer branding to attract talents. During the interview we will talk 

about how you came to work for SEB, what SEB offers to you and also what drawbacks 

there are. We are not going to put you full name in the paper, we are going to use your 

initials. If you want to completely anonymous it is possible and we will then remove 

information that can identify you. 

  
General questions 

●      What is your position in the company? 

●      How long have you been working there? 

  
Corporate brand and identity 

●      With what words would you describe SEB? 

●      How would you describe SEBs core values? 

  
Employer branding activities 

         EVP 

●   How would you describe the benefits and drawbacks (for you personally) of 

working for SEB? 

●      Symbolic: status, reputation etc. 

●      Functional: money, career advancements etc. 

          

Internal marketing 

●      How does SEB present itself as a good employer to you? 

●      How are the core values and policies of SEB communicated to you? 

●      Do you have employee events etc. to get to know the company? 

●      Are your bosses/superiors/the CEO inspiring and/or supportive? 

●      Would you recommend SEB as an employer to a friend? 

●  Do you think SEB is holding the promises they made when you were hired? 

Concerning what you expected in career development, salary, work environment 

etc. 
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External marketing 

●     Which channels do you usually use to look for a job? (Company website, social 

media, professional networks, Career events at university, friends?) 

●      What kind of information do you value when reading job offers? 

●      How did you come first in contact with SEB as a possible employer? 

●      What convinced you to apply at SEB? 

  
Industry image 

●      How would you describe the banking industry? 

●   What impression do you have of the banking industry in general and as an 

employer? 

●      Do you think the impression of the industry played a role when you applied at 

SEB? 

●    Which companies would you be especially interested in working for if not SEB? 

List your top 3. 

●      Why did you decide for SEB? 

  
Employer brand image 

●      How do you perceive SEB as an employer? 

●      What are the benefits and drawbacks of working for SEB? 

●     What was your impression of SEB as an employer before you started working 

there? 

  
P-O fit          

●      What is important for you in an employer? 

●      Do you identify with the core values of SEB? 

●      How would you describe your relationship to your colleagues? 

●      Do you think you are similar to each other? 

●      Are you friends with any of your colleagues outside of work? 

  
General question 

●      How do you think SEB could improve as an employer?  
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Appendix 3 

Follow up Interview Guide 

●      How are the core values and policies of SEB communicated to you? 

●      How is the goal of digitalization communicated? 

●      Does IT play a more central role in the company now? 

●   Among your friends from e.g. university, what kind of image does your job at SEB 

have? 

●      As a programmer/business person, what possibilities did you see in working for 

SEB? 

●  What kind of development and coaching programs does SEB offer to IT/business  

people and in which areas? 

●   What kind of competence development courses have you been participating 

in at SEB? 

●      SEB has an innovation lab - do you use it? Do you have the possibility to use it? 

●      Have you represented SEB in student fairs or other events? 

●      Were you happy to do it? 

●      What kind of information were students interesting in hearing from you? 

  
●      Do you feel that SEB is homogenous concerning the people who work there? 

●      Do you feel more or less connected to SEB now compared to when you started 

here? 


