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Abstract

Employer of choice (EOQ) is a relatively new phenomenon, particularly in Human Resources Management. Existing
employees and prospective talent have reasons and expectations to designate an employer as an EOC. While EOC
has received extensive attention from both academics and practitioners over the past few years, the work has mostly
focused on managerial and marketing perspectives, and thus far lacks a strong theoretical foundation. Drawing

on Social Exchange Theory (SET), based on Human Resources and employees’' perceptions and experiences, this
research aims to explore and investigate the factors that constitute/designate an employer as an Employer of Choice
EOC. Two qualitative triangulated data sets were collected from existing full-time employees at a Saudi multina-

tional corporation: open interviews and document analysis (cross-sectional and longitudinal). Thematic analysis (TA)
was employed to analyze both methods. The findings reveal that company image, training, and development, satis-
faction, involvement and commitment, fairness, work culture, reward, opportunities for growth, teamwork, motiva-
tion, and corporate social responsibility are the factors that lead employees to designate an employer as an EOC. This
research contributes to knowledge conceptually, theoretically, and empirically, mainly in the area of Human Resources
Management. This research represents one of the first studies to empirically identify and investigate employee-related
factors and evaluate them all together in a multinational Saudi organization. Recognizing the findings of this empiri-
cal-based research assists HR managers in designating their organizations as an EOC for current employees and pro-

spective talents.

Keywords Employer of choice, Social exchange theory, Thematic analysis, Triangulation, Saudi Arabia, Qualitative

Introduction and research background

One of the top priority goals that strategic HR focusing
is to make their organizations designated as Employer
of Choice (EOC) to attract and retain talents. In the past
few years, companies around the globe have experienced
some competition in attracting talented employees [58].
Companies, therefore, utilise their resources to become
an employer of choice [47]. The war for talent has become
one of the top issues for strategic human resources [67].
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One strategy that is likely to become a winner in this tal-
ent competition is inducing employees to designate an
employer as an Employer of Choice (EOC) [50, 59].

The very existence of the concept of an EOC suggests
that employees deliberately choose to work for an EOC
instead of for other companies [20]. However, as a con-
cept, Employer of Choice (EOC) is still a relatively new
phenomenon, particularly in Human Resources. Based
on an analysis of the literature, there are other similar
concepts, such as employer branding. Ambler and Bar-
row [1], who coined the term “employer brand’, con-
ceptualized it ‘as the package of functional, economic
and psychological benefits provided by employment, and
identified with the employing company”(p. xvi). Backhaus
and Tikoo [4] defined employer branding as “a targeted,
long-term strategy to manage awareness and perceptions
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of employees, potential employees, and related stake-
holders with regards to a particular organization” (p.
2). Employer branding has further been conceptualized
as “a targeted, long-term strategy to manage the aware-
ness and perceptions of employees, potential employees,
and related stakeholders with regards to the particular
firm” (Sullivan, 2004: 1). In addition, employer branding
has been conceptualized as “as building an image of an
organization to distinct and desirable employers” ([24],
48). Nevertheless, like many others, these conceptions
in the stream of research on the employer of choice have
focused on organizational and managerial perspectives to
achieve organizations’ strategic goals. Most importantly,
the research has clearly neglected employees’ issues. The
present research defines Employer of Choice as the needs
and expectations that attract employees to designate an
employer as an Employer of Choice.

From the employees’ perspective, it can be considered
that an EOC is a place where they are interested in or
enthusiastic about working while existing employees are
interested in continuing in that workplace and are con-
tent with the facilities available. According to Armstrong
[2], employer branding creates EOCs for individuals
and instills in them the desire to continue with a given
employer. In a different dimension, an employer of choice
is summed up by the popular phrase “a great place to
work”.

From organizations’ perspectives, there is increasing
competitiveness in the job market and the race for talent
has generated a requirement on the side of the employ-
ers to prove themselves worthy by engaging in different
strategies to retain and attract potentially talented peo-
ple. It has become necessary for employers to attract and
retain competent and enthusiastic employees so that all
stakeholders are satisfied and the organization is capa-
ble of contributing towards business success. Numer-
ous mechanisms are adopted by employers to transform
themselves into Employers of Choice (EOC). Neverthe-
less, even if a firm makes a great effort, no guarantee
existing and future employees will consider that com-
pany to be their employer of choice. However, a small
portion of job seekers consider the status or brand of the
employer while deciding to choose or associate with an
employer [26].

There are various attributes regarding EOCs where
employees play a critical role in designating an employer
as an EOC. Some of these include competitive pay and
benefits, the provision of a reasonable degree of secu-
rity, quality of work life, enhanced future employ-
ability, commitment, employer image, supportive
leadership, participation of employees, psychological
benefits, opportunities for growth, and learning and rec-
ognition [2, 27, 28, 31, 32, 46] [52, 70]. An EOC provides
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an incredible work atmosphere, culture, climate, and
workplace environment to attract and retain a highly
competent workforce. The characteristics of an EOC may
aid both the workforce and customers in terms of holistic
well-being. Large numbers of progressive organizations
have set themselves the goal of becoming an EOC, where
people are willing to work at any cost, not only for finan-
cial benefits but also for psychological and functional
benefits. Thus, the assessment of an employer as an EOC
involves working with an exceptional employer who rec-
ognizes the achievements of employees in the workplace.
Noe [33] proposed that an employer can be successful
through a rigorous evaluation process of determining
the leadership qualities, best practices, and culture that
would be assets to attract and manage the most talented
employees in achieving their goals.

Theoretically, due to a lack or absence of a strong the-
oretical foundation in EOC research, mainly social the-
ory, this research adopts Social Exchange Theory (SET)
for several reasons. First, SET is one of the most influ-
ential theories in business and HR mainly found useful
in explaining the relationship between employees and
employers which is based on reciprocity conveying ben-
efited resources [15, 16, 38]. The approach has the dis-
tinct advantage of recognizing employees’ interpersonal
and social issues. Second, SET is relational to the con-
text and aim of the present research. Third, this current
research is a qualitative study driven by social theory that
has been adapted in advance of the data collection. The
role of theory is fundamental as a vehicle in the present
research. However, qualitative scholars often use theory
as something that emerges from the data collection and
analysis [12]. Fourth, the theoretical lens of SET assists
in serving the main aim of this research by offering a
clearer explanation and better understanding to identify
and investigate this new phenomenon, EOC, and factors
that designate their EOC. SET sees the factors that con-
tribute to EOC as resources. In general, the relationship
between reciprocity and resources in SET is interdepend-
ent. Employers need to provide employees with resources
that will oblige them to reciprocate in kind with engage-
ment [38]. In other words, there is no reciprocity without
resources. Ultimately, reciprocity within EOC contains
and conveys resources. Employees will choose to pro-
duce in response to the resources they receive from their
employer of choice [38]. According to Cropanzano and
Mitchell [15], once employees receive socioemotional
and economic resources from their employer, they, in
return, feel obliged to respond in kind and repay the
employer. Therefore, the resources/factors of SET assist
in investigating the types of resources that employees
expect to receive from employers.
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Methodologically speaking, most existing business and
HRM studies about EOC in relation to marketing only
use wither single quantitative method which indicates
there is a qualitative methodological gap, particularly tri-
angulation methods in HR studies. Within the context of
the current research, a qualitative approach is not only
appropriate but also needed. The two qualitative meth-
ods help to uncover unknown antecedents that contrib-
ute to designating the employer as an Employer of Choice
in a new and undiscovered context, Saudi Arabia organi-
zation. Based on the evaluation of relevant empirical
studies, the researcher realizes that the approach drawn
from the research questions and the overall strategy of
the research required a need for qualitative triangulation
research methods, compared to a quantitative method.
The advantage of qualitative research is that it allows the
researcher to gain a greater perspective into the insights
of the participant because it provides the opportunity
for the power of words to prevail. An example is a semi-
structured interview. Instead of tick boxes and Likert
scales (quantitative research), qualitative research asks
for self-expression and an interpretation of how the sub-
ject feels and understands. A qualitative approach seeks
answers to questions that stress what and how social
experience is created and given meaning. In contrast,
quantitative studies emphasize the measurement and
analysis of causal relationships between variables, not
processes.

The two triangulated qualitative methods that will be
used in the present study are semi-structured interviews
and a document analysis approach (combined longitu-
dinal and cross-sectional designs). The two qualitative
methods are ‘equally and parallel’ which can be viewed
as exact equivalents to serve the purpose of the study
by addressing the research question. Most importantly,
these two triangulated methods will help improve objec-
tivity on the limitations of qualitative methodology is low
objectivity. Moreover, the two qualitative sources offer
rich data to answer the research questions sufficiently. In
addition, using triangulation methods will minimize the
common method bias.

The two approaches tend to be available for data collec-
tion in research studies: longitudinal and cross-sectional
research—this research uses both. The present research,
through having data from the document that provides
reactions accumulative of employees’ experiences about
EOC covered 2 years long, typically fits the description
of longitudinal research. For example, the document
analysis covers 2 years and the semi-structured interview
covers 3 months. For the present research, both cross-
sectional and longitudinal provide rich accounts of the
employees’ accumulative experience.
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Contextually, the demands and needs for EOC dif-
fer from country to country due to business, social, and
cultural differences. Based on the analysis of the relevant
literature about EOC in the Middle East, particularly
Saudi Arabia, it found limited empirical-based evidence
studies.

Contextually, based on a review of the literature, it
appears there is a lack of empirical knowledge concerning
the factors that contribute to EOC designation, especially
with regard to employees’ perspectives in the Middle
East, particularly in Saudi Arabia. This present research
seeks to address this contextual knowledge gap. This
study aims to identify and investigate relevant employee-
related factors. The study assumes significance since no
such attempt has yet been made concerning EOCs in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The objective of the study is
thus to identify the factors of an employer that contrib-
ute towards making it an EOC based on Social Exchange
Theory (SET).

Social exchange theory (SET) and Employer

of Choice (EOC)

Some EOC studies have adopted psychological contract
theory and signalling theory (e.g., [37]). Even though
Saini and Jawahar’s [37] study focused heavily on the
managerial and psychological aspects, these theories did
not consider social and employee perspectives.

This research adopts Social Exchange Theory (SET)
as a theoretical lens mainly because it magnifies the
importance of reciprocity, or two-way processes [15,
16, 38]. There are several reasons for the value of the
social theoretical foundation in the present research.
First, SET is one of the most significant conceptual
approaches in human resources management and
organisational behavior and is based on reciprocity
between employees and employers in the workplace
[15, 16, 38]. Second, SET is also useful in explaining
the core conceptualization of the present research—the
notion of the employer of choice. In theory, SET rec-
ognizes employees as a party that is reciprocally inter-
dependent with employers. The SET mainly determines
the relationship between parties involved, i.e., employer
and employee, who always maintain a reciprocal inter-
connected affiliation. Third, and most importantly,
SET’s resources are considered as factors that employ-
ees need or expect in order to reciprocate and designate
an employer as an Employer of Choice. Fourth, Blau [6]
suggests that social exchanges are voluntary actions
that, in the context of the present research, align with
the word “choice”. For example, in the context of the
present study, if the employer provides resources to
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employees, in return, employees are expected to recip-
rocate that by choosing the employer.

Unlike psychological contract theory and signaling
theory [37], SET is a social science theory that consid-
ers non-psychological or economic resources in social
relationships based on voluntary interactions, not eco-
nomic transactions. This viewpoint is aligned with other
social exchange theorists who suggest, in comparison to
economic exchange, that relationships depend on willful
actions in contrast to formal actions [3, 6]. Relationships
based upon social exchange generally have more intan-
gible resources and focus more on resources related to
socio-emotional factors, e.g., cognizance, appreciation,
or praise [36]. These intangible resources of SET offer a
clearer explanation of how employees view their relation-
ships with employers in the workplace, based on recipro-
cation and more than mere economic resources.

The present research is driven by SET to explore and
identify employee-related factors/resources that desig-
nate an employer as an EOC. The role of theory is fun-
damental as a vehicle in the present research. However,
qualitative scholars often use theory as it allows factors
to emerge from the data analysis [12]. Conversely, Sil-
verman [43] argued that most contemporary qualitative
scholars have become increasingly interested in testing
and exploring theories. Undoubtedly, there is no reason
to prevent the use of qualitative triangulation research in
the testing of theories that have been specified in advance
of collecting the data [12]. Further, SET is an ideal theory
that could assist in meeting the main aim of the present
research of identifying and investigating the factors that
make employees choose their employer. SET stipulates
that the relationship between reciprocity and resources
is interdependent. Employers need to provide employ-
ees with resources that will oblige them to reciprocate
in kind with engagement [38]. In other words, there is
no reciprocity without resources. Ultimately, reciproc-
ity contains and conveys resources. Therefore, a certain
amount of various resources is essential for the existence
of an EOC. Employees will choose to engage themselves
in response to the resources they receive from their
employer [38]. According to Cropanzano and Mitchell
[15], once employees receive resources associated with
their socio-emotional and economic needs from their
employer, they, in return, feel indebted and recipro-
cate with the employer in multiple ways. Therefore, the
resources/factors identified in SET assist in investigating
the types of resources that employees expect to receive
from employers. The ongoing empirical examinations in
organizational behavior and development were also taken
into consideration to ascertain a fair idea of the concept
of EOC and its related factors.
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Relevant EOC empirical work

EOC can be best understood through employer brand-
ing, supportive leadership, fairness in recruitment pro-
cesses, opportunities for growth and development, and
retaining and attracting talented employees. Chhabra
and Mishra [13] asserted that employer branding
reflects the employer’s image and employer-of-choice
status, and suggested that the best methods, tools, and
techniques must be applied by the employer to moti-
vate, influence, retain, and engage employees. Vinoth
and Vasantha [46] conducted a study using a sam-
ple of 364 final-year students to examine the utility
of employer branding in choosing an employer. They
found that psychological benefits offered by a company
are more important than other benefits such as finan-
cial or economic and functional benefits when choosing
the right employer. Jobseekers are likely to be attracted
to those firms that exhibit unlimited employer image
value in contrast to those who show a low degree of
employer value related to the image. However, other
factors have not yet been identified, particularly in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), an issue that the pre-
sent study seeks to address.

Saini and Jawahar [37] studied the influence of employ-
ment experience and employer rankings on employee
recommendation as an EOC. They also probed whether
these variables have an impact on employee character-
istics. The study was conducted on 39,010 employees,
which took 3-year employer rankings (2015-2017) and
revealed that employee recommendations are influenced
by employees’ experience in the workplace. Further, they
(ibid.) observed that employee characteristics such as
full-time vs. part-time, tenure, employment status, and
employment experience also influenced employee recom-
mendations pertaining to the company as an employer of
choice. However, unlike the present research, Saini and
Jawahar [37] focused mostly on managerial perspectives.

In addition, Mau [27] conducted a recent study focus-
ing on determining the notion of branding the public
sector as EOC to recruit and retain the leadership abil-
ity of people in the service. This study was undertaken to
address a challenge encountered by the government in
the recruitment of candidates with optimal capabilities
for public services. The Canadian Federal Government
undertook an initiative in 2007 to brand their public ser-
vice. The findings suggested that it was very challenging
to provide an exact concept of branding for the public
sector, where a diversified workforce was employed [27].
Although branding was found to be one of the most pop-
ular concepts in the public sector as an EOC, it was found
that these concepts had flipsides that required immedi-
ate attention. Though the Canadian Federal Government
took great pains to develop the concept of branding in
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the public service, they failed to lead federal public ser-
vices to be considered as an EOC.

Recently, Tanwar and Kumar [45] conducted a study
of college students to ascertain the association between
brand dimensions of employers and EOC status. Factor
analysis and structural equation modeling were used in
the study. Tanwar and Kumar [45] found that person-
organisation fit was perceived as a mediator for EOC and
that the dimension related to employer brand required a
link with person-organisation fit. It was also determined
that social media plays a key moderating role in facilitat-
ing EOC. Unlike Tanwar and Kumar’s [45] research, the
present study adopts qualitative and longitudinal meth-
ods that offer in-depth understanding in different ways
based on employees’ experiences. Most importantly,
unlike the present research, the pieces of research dis-
cussed appear are not based on theoretical foundations,
which means they can be considered more as practical
research rather than scholarly/academic work.

Based on the critical evaluation of the relevant litera-
ture, most works have been focused on managerial and
organisational perspectives and have neglected employ-
ees’ perspectives. This research, grounded in employees’
experiences, addresses this significant gap in the litera-
ture. Unlike other managerial and organizational stud-
ies, this research, through the theoretical lens of Social
Exchange Theory, identifies and explores employee-
related factors that attract employees and encourage
them to designate an employer as an Employer of Choice.
Based on these points, the following exploratory research
question was developed.

What factors attract employees to reciprocate their des-
ignation of an employer as an Employer of Choice (EOC)?

Qualitative triangulation methodology

The primary notion of qualitative research is to develop
an understanding of a point rather than to verify it. Due
to this, the outcomes of a qualitative investigation can be
considered to be novel, reliable, genuine, and trustwor-
thy, in contrast to quantitative research [19, 25]. How-
ever, in qualitative methodology, subjectivity is a matter
of concern [11].

With quantitative research, the findings have a higher
validity as a result of the high degree of representation
[51]—a concern for qualitative research. However, this
research uses two triangulation methods, which pro-
vide rich data and a consequent increase in validity. For
example, in the present study, document analysis, along
with the open interviews, are utilized equally to shore up
validity.

There is a qualitative methodological gap in the rel-
evant literature about Employer of Choice (EOC).
Reflecting on the research question above that emerged
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from these knowledge gaps, the answers to the research
question could be obtained through both qualitative
and/or quantitative methods. However, as mentioned
in the review section, from the analysis of the rel-
evant studies (e.g. [37]), it appears that a quantitative
approach is favored. Therefore, this research addresses
this methodological gap by wusing a qualitative
approach. Within the context of the current research,
a qualitative approach is not only appropriate but also
needed.

To approach the research question, a mixed triangula-
tion of the qualitative approach to uncover unknown fac-
tors that encourage employees to designate an employer
as an Employer of Choice (EOC). The two triangulated
qualitative methods used in the present study are open
interviews and document analyses. The two qualitative
methods are applied “equally and in parallel” and can
be viewed as exact equivalents to serve the purpose of
the study by addressing the research questions. To the
researcher’s knowledge, this is the first study of EOC that
adopts qualitative triangulation methods—in particu-
lar interviews and documentary analysis. The obtained
document method is a complete set that draws upon
first-hand employee comments spanning a 4-year period
which is extracted from the internal organizations’ HR
Blog system. The total number of comments is 104.

The second method is open interviews conducted with
22 employees. Triangulation methods assist in captur-
ing different dimensions of the same phenomenon. For
example, interviews and document analysis support the
interrogation of the data to identify and/or explain fac-
tors, problems, or causes that affect employees’ decisions
to choose an employer. Thus, the need to use triangula-
tion of multiple data sources is crucial not only because
it offers richer data, but also because it allows digging in-
depth to obtain fine-grained results that capture what is
happening in reality.

In general, triangulation is used as a means of cross-
examining results from one form of data collection
with those of another. For example, the document ana-
lyzed in this research contains 104 employee comments
over 4 years, and interviews covering 3 months. For this
research, the data triangulation helps create greater con-
fidence in the overall results [53]. The two triangulated
qualitative methods decrease researcher bias [56]. Mul-
tiple qualitative methods are employed in the collecting
of data as a means of minimizing bias and limitations
inherent in each method ([56]. For example, unlike with
open interviews, the document analysis method used
in the current research contains 104 comments written
first-hand by employees with no involvement from the
researcher, which decreases bias.
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Two broad approaches are available for data collec-
tion in research studies: longitudinal and cross-sectional
research. This research draws on both approaches.
Because the data from the document provides cumula-
tive employee reactions and employee perceptions over
4 years, this study most typically fits the description of
longitudinal research.

The obtained document from the employer was as a
complete set which was extracted from the internal HR
Blog platform of a large multinational energy corpora-
tion. The obtained document contained interactions
and discussions between employees about the Employer
of Choice subject. This document contains first-hand,
unadulterated comments made by employees on the plat-
form. All documents were extracted from the HR Blog
as it is without modifications or editing, as the organi-
zation stated. These texts, taken from the platform, are
directly and purposively relevant to the aim of the pre-
sent research.

In general, researchers need to analyze the significance
of documents about study problems and aims [7]. The
sampling characteristic for this research is a purposive
sampling technique which is widespread in qualitative
research. As this research aims to identify and investi-
gate the factors that constitute/designate an employer as
an Employer of Choice (EOC), purposive sampling was
used for this study to only focus on full-time employees.
For example, in interviews, the purposive sampling tech-
nique was used to focus on full-time employees. For the
second method, document analysis, the received docu-
ment contains employees’ computerized first hand-typed
written where employees responded to a question about
“What designated employer of choice?” This topic docu-
ment was rich and detailed information about employees’
cumulative experiences over 4 years.

For interviews, respondents were enrolled via an email
sent by HR inviting them to participate. The email was
purposefully sent to all employees working full-time in
the organization to increase the chance of diversification
of participants’ demographic characteristics. The email
contains a brief invitation paragraph and several attach-
ments, namely: a plain language statement (including the
author’s contact details), and the interview guide. The
researcher was copied in the email and at the end of the
email, the HR asked prospective participants to contact
the author directly for any questions about the research
and, most importantly, to arrange the interview time
and location, if they have an interest. The reason behind
sending these information sheets all together in advance
is to give employees time to read and understand and
provide them with a clear idea about the project and
interview, as well as give them time to read and decide if
they would like to participate. In addition, the researcher
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also provided each participant with a hard copy of these
sheets to explain it to them before starting the interviews.

The organization which the data was collected from is
a large multinational energy Saudi corporation located in
Saudi Arabia. The participants are full-time employees
and the demographic characteristics are high (please see
Table 1).

Three reasons for settling on only 22 interviews. First,
from interview number fifteen and onwards, most of the
interviewees’ answers started becoming repetitive. Sec-
ond, the confirmation and validation between the two
methods reached a satisfactory level. For example, as
interviews and documents were used equally weighted
and parallel, some factors that emerged from the pre-
liminary analysis of the document required further ques-
tioning, clarification, or confirmation from interviewees
during interviews (and vice versa). Third, the diversity
of demographic characteristics of participants was high
in genders, types of jobs (technical and administrative),
years of experience, nationalities, levels of education
background, and position levels (please see Table 1).

For the present research, thematic analysis was under-
taken for both methods because it offers some flex-
ibility when analyzing qualitative data. Thematic analysis
should be seen as a foundational method for qualitative
analysis [10]. Qualitative thematic analysis is a commonly
used approach to analyze textual material obtained from
a range of sources, including interviews and documents.
As defined by Braun and Clarke [10] “thematic analysis
is a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting pat-
terns (themes) within data” (p.6). However, for thematic
analysis, there is no fixed universal method. While key
themes/factors have already been identified as concepts
from the analysis of literature, other themes are allowed
to emerge and they are coded based on the theoretical
lens of SET.

For the present research, the process of analyzing the
qualitative data involved: preparation of data; famil-
iarisation with data; generating initial codes; collating
similar codes into pre-existing or emerging themes; re-
reading and reviewing themes that related to the research
questions; and refining themes. This process was done
through creative engagement with the data and following
intuition [10].

For the present research, the coding process was car-
ried out manually. Unlike other electronic software,
Wicks [71] suggests that manual coding provides the
researcher with an opportunity to reflect on the analysis
as they immerse themselves in the data. However, one of
the disadvantages of using manual coding, in particular
with large data sets, is that it is less efficient or manage-
able [40]. As a result, this may lead to missing important
aspects of the data. However, for the present research,
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Table 1 Participants'demographics characteristics
Demographics Detailed information Percentage
(%)
Gender Male 57
Female 43
Years of experience 1-4 years 37
5-10 years 22
11-15 14
16-25 21
26-40 6
Positions’hierarchy Entry level 44
Supervisory level 32
Managerial level 17
Leadership level 7
Saudis and expatriates Saudis 54
Expatriates 46
Departments/functions Administrative jobs (e.g., HR-finance-marketing) 61
Technical jobs (e.g., engineers and technologists) 39
Education level Ph.D./Doctorate 0
Masters 21
Bachelors 47
Diploma 32

the author has spent a large amount of effort and time to
organize, read, and understand the data ensuring there
are no missing key information or relevant factors.

Manually, the analysis of interviews’ transcriptions and
documents was completed through the use of thematic
analysis by starting with coding key factors that were
identified based on the frequencies (presented in the
conceptual model). Through the identified themes, the
data will be allowed to capture an explanation of possible
reality through evidence, which ultimately helps address
the research questions sufficiently, as suggested by Braun
and Clarke [10]. In the second stage of coding, there were
new factors started to emerge based on the data analy-
sis of pre-determined factors. These new emergent fac-
tors were coded based on the frequency and relevance of
patterns. Through the coding process of thematic analy-
sis, the entire data set is used to explore meaningful, fre-
quent, and relevant patterns that emerge [54].

The use of two different sources of qualitative data
has significantly reduced any potential risks of common
method variance (CMV) [8]. This present research uses
two mixed qualitative methods. Two procedural actions
were taken to reduce CMV. First, the data were col-
lected from interviews and documents at two different
and separate times. Second, during the coding and the-
matic analysis stage, some of the key factors emerged
from the interviews’ transcriptions and others were
allowed to emerge from document analysis, but further

confirmation and validation were conducted with other
sources/methods to avoid any risks of common method
variance. Therefore, the results of the investigated fac-
tors revealed that the issue of common method vari-
ance was not a major issue in this study.

The use of two mixed methods has assisted in over-
coming any risks of bias, e.g., social desirability bias
(SDB). First, all participants’ personal information
in the HR Blog where the documents were extracted
from was completely anonymous which reduced social
desirability bias (SDB). Second, the document analysis
method used in the current research contains 104 com-
ments written first-hand by employees with no involve-
ment by the researcher, which consequently, decreases
the bias. Third, for the interviews, in the plain lan-
guage sheet, I mentioned that all of their responses
would be confidential their participation is voluntary
and they could leave at any time during the interview.
Therefore, the use of two mixed methods has not only
helped to decrease SDB and increase the genuineness
of responses but also significantly increased the results’
confirmation and validation.

Most importantly, as the present research is theory-
driven, the SET lens played a fundamental role in the
analysis of the data. The coding techniques of thematic
analysis necessarily depend on whether or not the themes
are “theory-driven” (Braun and Clarke 2006). In the pre-
sent research, themes have been analyzed, identified and
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interpreted, and driven or guided by “resources’, as pro-
vided in SET.

Findings and discussion

The purpose of this discussion section is to theoretically
and empirically analyze, interpret, and establish the sig-
nificance of the findings in the relevant literature, in par-
ticular about the research problem being investigated.

The overall theoretical analysis and interpretation of
the present study’s results confirm that designating an
employer as an Employer of Choice is based on reci-
procity between employee and employer in exchanging
resources. This is in line with the SET [15, 38] which pos-
tulates that employees are involved in a social exchange
relationship when they act in favor of another party,
with the expectation that this favor is reciprocated in
the future. Saks [38] suggested that employees are more
willing to reciprocate or exchange their engagement for
resources provided by their employer. Moreover, this is
consistent with other studies that have suggested that
EOC factors in organizations’ context in the workplace
depend on reciprocal interactions [9, 20, 35].

Based on the thematic analysis of findings in this study,
several factors were identified as significantly affecting
employees’ designation of an employer as an employer
of choice. The results that emerged from the analysis are
summarised in Table 2 below.

Each of the above factors (present in the table), as iden-
tified by the respondents is now discussed in detail.

Company image
It is evident from the table that company image and rep-
utation were of great importance and were ranked first.
The vast majority of employees believe that the company
image is a fundamental factor for EOC. It can be consid-
ered an extremely important factor that could lead to an
organization being designated an EOC. Company image
can be understood in terms of employees’ desire to con-
tinue in the company for a longer period of time or as
long as they can. This result substantiates earlier findings
mentioned in the literature review (e.g., [4, 18, 21, 45]).
In contrast to a positive image, a negative image might
also lead to negative perceptions of the company’s
image [21, 44]. However, Lievens and Slaughter [24]
reviewed various articles and pointed out both the posi-
tive and negative aspects of company image and empha-
sized that a positive image of a company influences
behavior towards productivity. Applying SET, it can be
inferred that employees are attracted to an employer
not merely for economic benefits but also for a host of
non-economic benefits. Therefore, based on the analysis,
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company image is a socioemotional factor that was found
to contribute strongly towards EOC in this study.

The results about the significance of company image
and reputation to designate EOC is broadly consistent
with many studies (e.g., [55, 60, 64]. Vast majority of par-
ticipants believe that the employer’s image and reputa-
tion in public through the quality of the products’ brand
and services influence the public and, consequently, make
employees feel proud of their employer.

Opportunities for training and development

The analysis of the results shows training and devel-
opment is one of the most important factors that they
need and ultimately influence their decision to desig-
nate EOC. Employees interested in acquiring new skills
through training. In return, employers need to consider
this to become EOC. In light of the relevant literature,
this result is also in agreement few studies (e.g., [61, 65].
However, these studies did not fully focus on EOC as a
concept but focused on organizational performance. For
example, Salah [39] suggests that training and develop-
ment have an impact that leads to an increase in produc-
tivity, quality, and performance. These findings were also
supported by Karim et al. [63]. Theoretically, Cropanzano
et al. [16] and Cropanzano and Mitchell [15] suggest that
the employer—employee relationship can be established
through reciprocities. Unlike other studies, this study has
thus identified an opportunity for drawing on training
and development as a significant factor that is capable of
contributing toward perceptions of an EOC.

Company’s ability to attract and retain employees

Being able to attract talents in the market and most
importantly retain them is found one of the most criti-
cal factors for employees to designate any employer as an
EOC. More specific to the context of the organization as
an employer, organizational attractiveness refers to the
extent to which potential employees view an organization
as a desirable and positive place to work [57, 69].

From the table, it can be observed that attracting and
retaining talent is one of the vital components of EOC.
This indicates that one of the important employer func-
tions is to attract and retain fresh talent with appropri-
ate competencies to achieve organizational success.
Participants believe that the talents that the organization
attracts will positively influence them. This factor sup-
ports other studies that have been highlighted by many
researchers [24, 48, 52, 68].

Satisfaction, involvement, and commitment

One of the key factors found influencing the designa-
tion of EOC is employees’ satisfaction, involvement
in decision-making, and organizational commitment.
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Table 2 Rank order, frequency, percentage and supported quotations from data
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Quoted examples from the data (interviews
and document analysis)

Group Key factors Frequencies %
Organization external Company image 49 57
Employees related Opportunity for training and development 40 46.51
Workplace environment Work culture and environment 39 4534
Organization external Attracting and retaining 36 42

“As the new changes against the employees
and hence affecting the company's image

as being the employer of choice! Interview #2
“| believe an employer of choice demonstrates
a great reputation to attract the most skillful
employees and to develop the current work-
force” Document’s comment #35

"Training and Development where employees
want to develop skills so they can excel in their
jobs on a day to day basis and eventually pro-
gress up the career ladder. Employees can access
plenty of training and development opportuni-
ties in the company.” Document’s comment #25
“To be an employer of choice, | recommend any
company to have the best training and develop-
ment” Interview #12

“Employer of choice that offers work culture
and workplace environment that attract

and retain qualified employees.” Document’s
comment #81

"Attractive work environment is one of the most
important reasons to become an employer
of choice! Interview #8

"I do believe our company is an employer

of choice because it has a very positive working
environment” Interview #3

"Being an employer of choice means

that the company has carefully thought
about creating an environment where people
want to work and have long-lasting careers!
Document’s comment #27

"What makes our company the ‘Employer

of Choice? It really comes down to the values
and how it plays out in the workplace. Creat-
ing a‘great culture; creates a "great work-
place", which in turn helps spread the word

as the ‘Employer of Choice” Interview #19

“The company must change to be more attrac-
tive to new hires, be more supportive to the cur-
rent talents before they tend to leave and be
more flexible an appreciative for experienced
employees” Interview #22

“Our employer is an employer of choice, but it
should not just be an employer of choice

for “now"it should maintain and develop more
to attract more!” Document’s comment #33
“Young people may see our Company

as an Employer of Choice, and be enthu-
siastic to join our workforce. However, all

the efforts to recruit and select top talent may
come to naught, if retention and loyalty is pre-
sumed. Document’s comment #17

“To be an Employer of Choice, we need to be
attractive for the young talents” Interview #10
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Table 2 (continued)
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Group

Key factors

Frequencies %

Quoted examples from the data (interviews
and document analysis)

Employee related

Employee +workplace

Employee related

Satisfaction, involvement and commitment 34

Fairness

Reward and recognition

27

39.53

3139

22.09

“Set targets for managers and division heads

to achieve a specific satisfaction level in their
workplace! Interview #1

“To become Employer of Choice, the company
should show a commitment” Document’s com-
ment #75

“"At an employer of choice, employees feel

as if they have the opportunity to be involved.
They can make suggestions, think up new prod-
ucts or service innovations, serve on employee
committees to plan events and work processes,
and attend appropriate meetings and have input
on work processes that affect their jobs. Interview
#6

“Fairness: Perceptions of unfair treatment

or a workplace that favors certain individuals
over others for unknown, undefined reasons,
is an anathema to an employer of choice.
Employers need to fairly develop and apply
policies, treat employees with the same
regard and consideration, and make the work-
place guidelines clear and enforceable

across the board! Document’s comment #55

“| believe our company is still an Employer

of Choice. However, the management has still
to do a lot to sustain this quality and capabil-
ity by ensuring fairness in job and benefits

to the employee comparing with other best
employers” Interview #4

"Reward well — People want to be rewarded

in recognition for the contribution that they have
made to the organization. They also want to be
rewarded at a level which is on or above market
rate. The new global package certainly moved

in this direction. Document’s comment #104
“Recognition: Employers of choice provide
feedback to employees about their performance,
growth prospects, accomplishments, and areas
needing improvement regularly. One of the most
powerful forms of employer of choice

is employee recognition. At an employer

of choice, recognition is regular, targeted to real
successes, and used to reinforce positive, desired
behavior” Documents comment #97

"| believe the company to still be an Employer

of Choice based upon the rewards plan it pro-
vides! Document’s comment #33

“Instead of a monetary award let employees
choose their own prize: for example, dinner

in a restaurant, a subscription to a fitness club,

a gift certificate! Interview #9
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Table 2 (continued)
Group Key factors Frequencies % Quoted examples from the data (interviews

and document analysis)

Employee related + Org. External  Opportunities for growth

Workplace Team work

Employee related Motivation

External Org Concern for society

9 10.5  “Undoubtedly, our company is among the most
sought-after employers in Saudi. It provides
career growth opportunities for ambitious young
people to become their Employer of Choice”
Document’s comment #16

“The company has been an employer of choice
for so many years that we started to get
accustomed to it. This level brings dangers

of falling behind as other companies start eating
at the same bite: the employable workforce.

Our company is still the Employer of Choice

for career growth. To be able to stay competitive
as an Employer of Choice on the global employ-
ment market, the company needs to open

up more opportunities of career growth”
Interview #7

9 10.5  "Positive relationships with coworkers: On

a larger scale, at an employer of choice,
because coworkers like and enjoy working

with each other! Interview #5

"What makes our company an employer

of choice is employees'relationships. Coworkers
like and enjoy working with each other”” Docu-
ment’s comment #41

9 105  "The company should look seriously

into the motivation level of employees, especially
mid-aged ones, who are considered in their peak
production stage and it is time for the company
to get the most benefit out of them! Interview
#14

“The key is motivation whether it

is through money, position, exposure, etc.

If the employees feel motivated, then their
employer will be the employer of choice” Inter-
view #18

“Corporate Social Responsibility: Employees want
to work for businesses that are trustworthy, ethi-
cal, and socially responsible and have a positive
corporate culture where staff are treated fairly
and with respect. Develop a Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) program in your busi-

ness which sets out your values and principles

on how you want to do business in an ethical
way." Document’s comment #73

Employees believe that these can be achieved via satis-
factory compensation and benefits, other amenities, paid
holidays, participation in decision-making and job secu-
rity are factors that could facilitate perception as an EOC.
One of the key attributes of SET is that relationships pro-
gress over some time with the help of mutual commit-
ment and satisfaction [6, 15, 17, 22, 29, 38]. The findings
from this study in this respect align with several earlier
studies which suggest that job satisfaction, commitment,
and involvement play a key role in making employees feel
loyal to the employer [4, 57].

Fairness

The other significant factor was found to be of impor-
tance to employees in developing a positive attitude
towards an EOC. Employees perceive that fairness
exists in organizations if there are vertical promotions,
proper resource allocations, equity, equal treatment,
and justice. The current findings from this study are in
alignment with previous research by Baldwin [5] and
Polayni and Tompa [66]. Molm [30] suggests that fair-
ness is one of the attributes that helps in establishing
a good rapport between the employer and employees.
Fairness is also found to mitigate conflicts and would be
helpful in an employer becoming an EOC. This finding
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also has its moorings in SET. Treating employees fairly
in the workplace mainly in promotion and incentives
significantly affects employees’ decision to designate
any employer as an EOC.

Work culture and environment

Considerable evidence exists to support the claim that
HR practice and supportive behaviors in the company
could create a positive work culture and an outstand-
ing work environment in which employees are inter-
ested in working with and continuing to work with the
employer. According to SET, employee engagement
depends on the nature of the environment and culture
provided by the employer to their employees [38]. This
is also in line with the findings of Allam [49], accord-
ing to whom HRM practices help in establishing good
working atmospheres or an appropriate culture so that
employees consider continuing with the employer.

The analysis of the findings suggests that organi-
zational culture plays a significant role in making an
employer an EOC. Outside of EOC’s context, this result
is broadly in agreement with several studies (e.g., [62]).
It seems that organizational culture is not a minor issue
for employees. The analysis and interpretation of the
data confirm that the organization’s culture becomes a
pivotal factor for employees to designate any employer
as an EOC.

Reward

Employers provide appropriate rewards to their
employees in return for their commendable per-
formance, which encourages employees to perform
further. Rewards refers to offering incentives to
employees. Looking at it from the perspective of the
SET, as recognized in the literature and the concep-
tual model, rewards are socioemotional and economic
resources that employees may expect to receive from
employers. This reciprocity and pattern of exchange
is also highlighted in SET [6, 13, 23, 41]. The findings
about rewards are supported by the work of Kucherov
and Zavyalova [65] and Clark and Oswald [14], who
explained that rewards lead to better performances,
which could, in turn, lead to the organization being
considered an EOC. However, unlike Kucherov and
Zavyalova [65] and other managerialists who associ-
ate rewards with job performance, the present research
focuses on this as a repayment resource for employees
to designate an employer as EOC.

Page 12 of 15

Opportunities for growth, teamwork, and motivation
Career development and growth are found one of the
factors that heavily influence the designation of EOC for
employees. In the documents, employees pointed out
that, at their present company, career prospects are good,
employees are part of the growing company worldwide,
there is good team conduct, and employees feel moti-
vated when their performance is valued. SET stipulates
that decisions made by individuals would be based on
expectation of certain outcomes. The factors generated in
this study are in alignment with this aspect of SET and
alignment with the findings of Cropanzano and Mitchell
[15].

Concern for society
It was found that employees valued their organiza-
tion’s concern for society. Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity (CSR) initiatives aimed at uplifting society have been
considered part of leading an employer to be evaluated
as an EOC. The interpretation of this finding shows that
not just society is affected by CSR, but also employees. It
was surprising that employees take the CSR factor to des-
ignate an employer’s EOC. This found to be significant
This finding is consistent with several studies (e.g., [34]).
According to Norbit et al. [34], employees tend to have a
positive attitude towards the companies that are involved
in CSR as it enhances the reputation of the organiza-
tion among stakeholders. Theoretically speaking, CSR is
seen as one of the resources that employees expect from
employers to make, in return, an employer as EOC.
Based on analysis and interpretations of the findings,
through the theoretical lens of Social Exchange Theory,
the below figure (Fig. 1) proposes a complex theoreti-
cal/conceptual model about the antecedents/factors that
encourage employees to designate an employer as an
EOC.

Research contributions and limitations

The analysis of findings from the document analysis and
interviews has revealed several factors relating to and a
deeper understanding of EOC. These findings contribute
to theoretical knowledge, particularly SET, and empiri-
cal knowledge, specifically with respect to Saudi Arabia.
Company image, opportunity for training and develop-
ment, attracting and retaining, satisfaction, involvement
and commitment, fairness, work culture and environ-
ment, reward, opportunities for growth, teamwork and
motivation, and concern for society emerged as the most
important components of EOC in this study. Many of the
researchers who have studied SET have observed that the
employee—employer relationship depends on exchange,
reciprocity, and a relationship that satisfies both parties.
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Reciprocity Process

Employer of Choice
(EOC)

Reciprocity Process

Fig. 1 Conceptual model (created by the author)

It can be considered that an EOC is also dependent on
relationships and reciprocity. In the event of this associa-
tion having longevity, it would be beneficial to both par-
ties and employees would then consider the organization

asan EOC.

Many employers implement practices to attract and
retain talented employees. EOC involves the inculcation
of holistic satisfaction, having a conducive to encourag-
ing work culture and environment, and the overall well-
being of employees. Though the majority of employees
in this study held a favorable opinion about EOCs, a few
lamented the lack of well-being, motivation, promotion
criteria, and rigid HR practices. They considered these
factors to force employees to change jobs. Management
needs to consider such “flipsides” of the organization to
retain talent. Researchers argue that reciprocities lead
to minimization of employee turnover, maximization of
commitment, satisfaction, overcoming of role stress, and
creating a pleasing image of the employer in the market

[28, 42].

The present study is not devoid of limitations. The
first limitation of the present research relates to the
external factors that might affect employees’ designa-
tion of an employer as EOC, such as cultural issues.
Hence, it might be argued that the results may be
unique to the Saudi context, or may not be applica-
ble to other cultures and countries. Cultural issues
can be linked to organizational culture or outside cul-
ture, depending on the country and background. For

example, future studies may consider investigating the
impact of employees’ cultural backgrounds on EOC.
There is much room for further progress in determin-
ing how cultural factors affect EOC. As a result, fur-
ther work is required to uncover new knowledge in this
area.

The second limitation related to the use of a purposive
sampling method to gather the information from the par-
ticipants, which may influence the generalisability of the
findings. However, there are multiple avenues for future
research. Standardized tools and mechanisms of data
analysis with different variables can be used in future
research to acquire further knowledge that will spark
new information assimilation about the concept of EOC
in more than one organization or Small and Medium
Enterprises (SMEs).

The third limitation of the present research is that the
empirical result cannot be generalized because it used
a single case study based on one single organization.
However, the theoretical results of SET can be general-
ized mainly because it recognises employees who are in
reciprocal interdependent relations with the employer.
The results can be different from organization to organi-
zation depending on several factors, such as the type of
the industry, and the size of the company.
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