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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to unfold how different digital marketing tools and strategies
influence recruitment effectiveness. More specifically, it focusses on understanding if, and how, information
sources’ credibility, content marketing, and organisational reputation influence candidates’ decision to apply
for a job in the Portuguesemarket.
Design/methodology/approach – A qualitative research, aligned with a content analysis, was
conducted to focus on the insights from the 21 participants interviewed, to understand their thoughts and
experiences regarding the subject.
Findings – The results show that digital marketing tools owned by the company are seen to be more
credible and more relevant for the job application decision. LinkedIn is considered to be a more credible
platform for advertising job openings than Facebook. In terms of content marketing, LinkedIn has a positive
influence on candidates’ decision, as well as companies’ reputation.
Practical implications – This study provides practical implications which are useful for both HR and
marketing managers, namely, the implementation of an integrated marketing communication strategy, the
reinforcement of the company’s website and LinkedIn page and a presence on universities’ platforms, and also
in terms of the information that content marketing should focus on.
Originality/value – This research paper incorporates marketing insights into a well-known HRM
subject – recruitment, and thus adds further knowledge to the literature and prepares the ground for
researchers who wish to explore this subject further.

Keywords Digital marketing, Brand relationships, Corporate reputation, Recruitment,
Job advertisement

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
According to Judy (1999), the demand for highly skilled and well-educated employees is
constant, which subsequently leads to an increase in the educational requirements for both
specialists and entry-level employees. Elving, Westhoff, Meeusen, & Schoonderbeek (2013)
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believe that this occurs because high-quality employees are fundamental to strengthen an
organisation and have a positive influence on the organisation’s reputation. A survey
conducted by Capgemini Consulting in 2013 suggests that 70% of the organisations
surveyed were concerned about the ability to recruit and retain talent in the current
competitive marketplace, and not surprisingly, those which lag behind in adopting digital
tools overlap with those which are most likely to confront challenges in recruiting and
retaining talent (Spitzer, Vernet, Soderstrom, & Nambiar, 2013). Furthermore, the ability to
attract and retain employees is seen to be the most important determinant of an
organisation’s effectiveness by several authors (Breaugh, 2016; Chapman et al., 2005;
Johnson, 2014; Rajan, 2015; Singh and Finn, 2003), and, according to Johnson (2014),
companies should take a more proactive approach which involves recruitment, marketing
and branding.

This study was conceived in this context and aims to contribute to furthering the HRM
literature on the subject of recruitment effectiveness, by complementing it with marketing
insights, especially with regards digital marketing. Because each market has its own
specificities, the scope of the study is the Portuguese market, although it would be
interesting to attempt to replicate this study in other countries, to assess the reliability of its
methodology. The goal of the research is not only to add further knowledge to the literature,
but also to provide a clear and practical understandings for managers.

Recruitment: the definition and importance of information technology
As mentioned above, hiring talented individuals is crucial, and can often be a difficult
task. Recruitment can be defined as being the process which determines the number
and type of applicants who apply for a certain job opportunity, which involves the
advertising carried out from the moment that the company decides to hire, to when
candidates apply, providing a pool of potential candidates, who then integrate in the
selection process (Silvertzen et al., 2013). Recruitment is also known as the stage of
attraction, whereby the process implies the development of a marketing strategy which
is similar to the process which is used for products or services – namely, by setting the
values, the selling proposition, the target audience and also the communication
channels. According to Roberts (1997), the process of attracting candidates to apply for
a job requires a balance, as managers need to achieve a sufficient pool of candidates – in
terms of quantity and quality, to make good decisions.

To be able to recruit efficiently, Breaugh (2016) defends that HR managers must answer
the following questions:

� Who to recruit?
� How to advertise the job position?
� What message needs to be communicated?
� Who are the recruiters?

There is no doubt that the way that the recruitment process is carried out influences the
quality of the individuals that the company hires, their initial performance, the training
required and, finally, the retention rate. Accordingly, if the recruitment process is carried out
badly, then the company could end up hiring unqualified applicants, leading to a low
performance and a lack of diversity, or even failing to attract applicants who would be a better
fit (Breaugh, 2016; Elving et al., 2013; Johnson and Gueutal, 2011; Singh and Finn, 2003).

When it comes to the methods of advertising job openings, several authors (Breaugh,
2016; Johnson, 2014; Paolini & Duguay, 2012; Singh & Finn, 2003) defend that companies
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have a wide range of options, the most common and broadest ones being employees’
referrals, the company’s website, job boards, social networking sites (SNS) and college
recruitment, among others. Singh and Finn (2003) go even further, by stating that, in the
past, companies mostly used low-tech methods, such as newspaper advertisements and
employees’ referrals, but recently this is changing, mainly because of the substantial impact
of information technology.

Spitzer et al. (2013) believe that digital marketing can revolutionise the way that HR
processes are managed today. Technology – especially internet-based communication tools
and social media – has already changed recruitment, as it reduces costs significantly and
allows organisations to reach passive candidates more easily and enables them to be able to
customise the recruitment message to different targeted groups, or even individuals –which
ultimately prepares the ground for the development of relationships with prospective
candidates through social networking sites (Breaugh, 2016; Caers & Castelyns, 2011;
Nikolaou, 2014; Richard, 2010; Singh and Finn, 2013; Spitzer et al., 2013). Furthermore,
according to Johnson and Gueutal (2011), the so-called e-recruiting is a solution for reaching
various organisational goals, such as the improvement of recruiting efficiency and cost
reduction, as well as increasing the quality and quantity of applicants, while increasing the
objectiveness and standardisation of practices and the convenience for applicants.

Companies use digital marketing to connect with their target, whilst at the same time
building conversations and engagement through multiple touchpoints (Rajan, 2015), which
enables them to leverage their employer branding and attraction and retain employees
(Sivertzen, Nilsen, & Olafsen, 2013). Cappelli (2001) defends that companies can promote
themselves affordably and effectively by using the internet’s power of spreading
information through informal networking, which provides valuable content for the targeted
groups, whilst collecting information on potential candidates at the same time. Rajan (2015)
defends that it is increasingly relevant for HR managers to work with marketing managers
to identify potential employees and to connect and engage with them and use this network
to fulfill recruitment needs. Furthermore, the use of internet in recruitment is a win-win
solution for both HR managers and job seekers alike – as candidates are searching for tech-
savvy employers, whilst companies aim to build a brand which is attractive and achieves
visibility for its job postings, which requires the use of digital marketing (Johnson, 2014;
Ladkin& Buhalis, 2016; Paolini & Duguay, 2012; Silvertzen et al., 2013).

Digital marketing: definition, tools and strategies
Kannan and Li (2017, p. 23) define digital marketing as being the process that uses digital
technologies to “acquire customers and build customer preferences, promote brands, retain
customers and increase sales”. Accordingly, in the recruitment perspective, digital
marketing enables a company to attract and engage potential candidates and to promote a
two-way interaction, with the goal of retaining the most adequate candidate for its
recruitment needs, using promotional techniques that go beyond the internet (Yasmin,
Tasneem, & Fatema, 2015). To improve employer attractiveness, organisations nowadays
use these different forms of communication to reach candidates, connect with them, and
build a positive employer image (Puncheva-Michelotti, Hudson, & Jin, 2018).

Over the past years, a great deal of research has been focussed on digital marketing – as
this is still a developing subject. One aspect that represents a different perspective regarding
the current literature is the classification and division of digital marketing tools. For
instance, Goldfarb (2014) defines digital marketing as “online advertising”, and establishes
three general categories, namely, search advertising, classified advertising and display
advertising. Yasmin et al. (2015) define a set of the most important elements of digital
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marketing, which consist of online advertising, email marketing, social media, text
messaging, affiliate marketing, Search Engine Optimisation (SEO) and Pay per Click (PPC).
Finally, Batra and Keller (2016) highlight six key online communication options, which
include search advertisements, display advertisements, websites, email, social media and
mobile phones.

As the focus of this study is recruitment, one cannot pass without mentioning those
digital marketing elements which are specifically designed for recruitment, which,
according to Johnson and Gueutal (2011), include the corporate recruiting website, general
online job boards (e.g. Monster, HotJobs), industry-specific job boards and regional job
boards. However, just using one of the elements presented above would represent a limited
vision of what digital marketing entails, especially with regards the recruitment
environment. Therefore, the optimal solution is to create a combination of the elements of
the digital marketing tools which fit the recruitment overview, which is shown in Table 1.

In addition, the literature highlights a distinction between paid, earned and owned media,
as these all have an influence on marketing strategy and are used together to ensure that the
message is received multiple times and that it creates awareness, engagement and retention
(Bonchek, 2014; DiStaso and Brown, 2015; Stephen and Galak, 2012). Several authors have
contributed to the definition of these types of media (Baetzgen and Tropp, 2015; Boncheck,
2014; DiStaso and Brown, 2015; Stephen and Galak, 2012), stating that paid media is the
category of media for which marketers have to contact a third-party organisation, which
includes print, television and radio. Its main advantages are immediacy and scale, although
these are being challenged by low credibility. Earned media includes all the media activity
that the company does not generate directly, which results from public relations, press
mentions and word-of-mouth (WOM). Earned media is also considered to be the most
credible type of source, although it lacks control over the content, which can result in
negative publicity. Finally, owned media represents all those channels which are under the
direct control of the company, such as corporate websites and social media pages, which are
made available without any media-buying costs. Table 2 shows how digital marketing tools
can be distributed between paid, earned and owned media. In addition, social media can be
seen to be both owned and earned media, because nowadays brands own their own channels
and pages, although they do not control the WOM marketing which is created on these
platforms (Bonchek, 2014; Stephen and Galak, 2012).

Content marketing is a digital marketing strategy which represents the process of
creating and distributing relevant and valuable content which is not directly connected to
the product, service or the job opening itself, with the objective to attract and engage the
target audience (Baetzgen and Tropp, 2015; Kee and Yazdanifard, 2015; Rowley, 2008).
According to Baltes (2015), content marketing has become a crucial aspect for successful
digital marketing which enhances candidates’ perception of credibility during the
recruitment process, and thus positively influences their decision to apply for a job.
Companies are beginning to realise that using digital tools in marketing is worthless if it
they are not accompanied by a content marketing strategy which focusses on storytelling
(Pulizzi, 2012). Companies can distribute content through their website, social media pages
and email marketing, as well as other owned channels – creating value and using data to
tailor the message, which represents an overall valued strategy in the present information-
driven context – where individuals are looking for evermore information to guide their
decision-making process (Bonchek, 2014; Kee and Yazdanifard, 2015). Furthermore,
companies are still struggling with the ability to create truly engaging content for
candidates which delivers positive andmeaningful results (Pulizzi, 2012).
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Hypotheses development
Hanssens and Pauwels (2016, p. 177) clarify effectiveness as being the “ability to reach the
goal”, and therefore overall recruitment effectiveness corresponds to the ability to hire the
most-suited candidates. More specifically, this is achieved by influencing the target
candidates’ decision to apply for a job (Chapman et al., 2005; Maurer and Liu, 2007).
Although a growing amount of literature is focussed on the effectiveness of online
advertising in the marketing context (Goldfarb, 2014), Maurer and Liu (2007) believe that the
literature is still failing to provide a theory-based understanding of how digital marketing
contributes to the success of recruitment. Therefore, the goal of this study is to understand
the impact of digital marketing on recruitment effectiveness, by focussing on how different
tools and strategies influence candidates’ decision to apply for a job, which culminates in the
research question: “Do different digital marketing tools and strategies influence candidates’
decisions during the recruitment process, and if so, how?”.

Our objective is to add to the various hypotheses which have already been developed in
the literature on human resources management and marketing fields, by carrying out a
more knowledgeable research which contributes significantly to the current literature, while
aiming to encounter findings which can be easily understood and can be used for
managerial decisions.

Gowan and Lautenschlager (1993) define job choice as being a series of decisions made
by a candidate to select the job and organisation for which to apply to. Hence, those
individuals who start the job search process by carrying out an evaluation of the
information that they were able to obtain from several recruitment sources, and then use this
to base their first critical job search decision – whether to apply or not (Allen, Mahto, &
Otondo, 2007; Chapman et al., 2005; Fisher, Ilgen, & Hoyer, 1979; Gowan & Lautenschlager,
1993). Fisher et al. (1979) tend to ascertain that the source of the information is also crucial
for the decision-making process. Taking this into consideration, and according to the
premise that owned media is the less credible type of media (Baetzgen & Tropp, 2015; O’Neil
& Eisenmann, 2017), the first hypothesis is as follows:

H1. When it comes to the candidates’ decision to apply for a job, the information
provided by the digital marketing tools owned by the company is less relevant than
that provided by earnedmedia.

Table 2.
Distribution of
digital marketing
tools between types
of media

Paid media Earned media Owned media
SEO and SEM Affiliate marketing Corporate site

PPC Job boards Social media
(e.g. LinkedIn and Facebook company’s
pages)

Job boards Social media
(word-of-mouth)

Online advertising
(content marketing and posting on owned
pages)

Online advertising
(paid display ads)
Direct messaging
(email marketing, mobile text messaging)

Source:Adapted from Stephen and Galak (2012)
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Fisher et al. (1979) believe that candidates assign different levels of credibility to the
information that they gather through several sources, as the format of the presentation of
the information can be as important as the information itself (Allen et al., 2013). Source
credibility has two main dimensions: trustworthiness and expertise. Trustworthy sources
are those which candidates perceive are not trying to persuade or influence them, and thus,
sources which are independent of the company are generally seen to be more credible. On
the other hand, candidates attribute more credibility to sources which they believe are
knowledgeable about the subject (Fisher et al., 1979; Pornpitakpan, 2004).

Nevertheless, social media is shifting human interaction and the way that personal
information is accessed, and consequently it influences how human resource managers
recruit, screen and hire employees (Gibbs, MacDonald andMacKay, 2015). In addition, social
media is gaining importance in the advertising of job openings and for the communication of
information about the company (Chui et al., 2012; Klumper et al., 2016; Melanthiou, Pavlou,
& Constantinou, 2015) . SNS (e.g. LinkedIn, Facebook) are platforms where people create a
personal profile and can connect with others and share information with a higher level of
interactivity because of a more contagious content. Although SNS work the same way, they
do not have the same context (Caers & Castelyns, 2011; Madia, 2011; Nikolaou, 2014; Pisano
et al., 2017; Richard, 2010). For instance, LinkedIn is a professional SNS and Facebook has a
variety of goals – depending on its users (e.g. to connect with friends, to share hobbies, etc.).
Furthermore, it is relevant to understand whether the SNS where candidates see job
advertisements influence their perception of credibility, which leads to the next hypothesis:

H2. Job advertisements placed on LinkedIn are perceived to be more credible than those
placed on Facebook.

In addition, Acarlar and Bilgiç (2013) suggest that the type of information in question
influences the perception of credibility, and that certain characteristics, such as the amount,
uniqueness and specificity, are all essential to influence the attraction of candidates to the
organisation. Therefore, companies need to confront problems such as advertising
intrusiveness, avoidance and consumer scepticism by offering useful and appealing content,
which is also known as content marketing (Baetzgen & Tropp, 2015). Because content
marketing is a commonly used strategy, it is important to understand its influence on the
recruitment process, which results in the third hypothesis:

H3. Content marketing has a positive influence on candidates’ decision to apply for a
job.

Furthermore, an organisation’s reputation also influences candidates’ attraction to the
company, because it represents the affective evaluation made by candidates and their peers
regarding the company’s name, in comparison to other companies (Acarlar & Bilgiç, 2013;
Baum & Kabst, 2014; Cable & Graham, 2000). These beliefs can be connected to earned
media – more specifically through WOM, as brand image, which helps to differentiate and
create feelings of attachment in people’s minds regarding a certain company, is developed
and transmitted through WOM (Cable & Yu, 2006; Cable, Aiman-Smith, & Edwards, 2000;
Collins, & Stevens, 2002; Elving et al., 2013). Elving et al. (2013) indicate that companies are
continuously working to become more attractive employers, which is linked to the way that
certain characteristics of the company and the job are communicated in their own channels.
Therefore, as earned media is seen to be more credible than owned media (Baetzgen &
Tropp, 2015; O’Neil & Eisenmann, 2017), the proposed fourth hypothesis compares the
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relevance of an organisation’s reputation and the information transmitted by the company
through their owned channels:

H4. Organisational reputation is more relevant for the decision to applying for a job
than information transmitted through the digital marketing tools owned by the
company.

Method
Research approach
As mentioned above, the existent literature still fails to provide a theory-based
understanding of how digital marketing contributes to recruitment effectiveness (Maurer &
Liu, 2007). Therefore, the best approach for the research carried out for this study is
qualitative research, because of its capabilities to collect and analyse open-ended answers
which illustrate respondents’ points of view regarding a topic about which little is known to-
date (Patton, 2002; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

More specifically, content analysis was selected, which is – “a research technique for
making replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the
contexts of their use” (Kripperndorff, 2004, p.18), with the objective to provide new insights
and increase the knowledge about this topic. Kripperndorff (2004) presents a framework
which includes some essential conceptual components, namely,

� the body text – the starting point of the research;
� the research question – the research aim, which guides the study and also includes

the hypotheses;
� the context – the conceptual environment selected by the researcher which gives

sense to the body text;
� the analytical construct – which represents what is already known about the topic,

to avoid overlapping;
� inferences – which are intended to answer the research question and hypotheses;

and
� validating evidence – which assures the contribution to the existing literature.

Content analysis also allows the researcher to analyse relatively unstructured data better,
with the aim to comprehend people’s cognitive schemas, as well as the meaning and
communicative roles which the data represents for individuals (Kripperndorff, 2004;
Schreier, 2014; Weber, 1990).

Data collection procedure and sample
As stated above, the study focusses on the Portuguese market, with the objective to
understand its specificities and provide managers with a more comprehensive view. The
data was collected through a semi-structured one-to-one interview (see script in Table 3),
which aimed to examine the research topic from the perspective of the interviewee and to
understand how and why they have this particular perspective (King, 2004). The interview
was also tested on two individuals to better adapt the script to new topics that emerged.
Sampling was carried out by selecting the participants based on their knowledge and
experience of the topic, together with snowball sampling, whereby new participants were
contacted after asking a first selected group of respondents who to interview next
(Kripperndorff, 2004; Patton, 2002). The requirements also included asking certain questions
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to ensure that the participants were currently employed or had looked for a job during the
past year, and that they used LinkedIn for their job search.

The interviews were carried out during October, 2017, either face to face, via phone or by
Skype. All participants were first introduced to the study and then asked for their
permission to audio-record the interview. On average, the interviews lasted for half an hour,
and the data was further transcribed verbatim to ensure its correct analysis. The study
counts with 21 Portuguese participants, 11 of whom are women and 10 are men, with an
average age of 22.8 years old, ranging from 21 to 27. The interviewees came from a wide
range of geographic locations, and either had a Bachelors (28.6%) or a Masters degree
(71.4%). Additionally, 23.8% are currently in full-time study, 42.9% are currently in full-
time employment and 33.3% are working and studying simultaneously (for a more
comprehensive view, consult Table 4).

Data analysis
The data from the transcribed interviews was the basis for the analysis, which was carried
out by means of a coding process which followed certain steps, namely,

� initial coding – reading each transcript and attaching codes to interviews’ extracts;
� coding dictionary – development of a list of codes, sub-codes linked based on their

conceptual and logical similarity; and
� relationships – establishing and clarifying relationships among codes (Murphy,

Klotz, & Kreiner, 2017; Saldaña, 2009).

Table 3.
Interview script

A brief introduction about the objectives of the interview and a contextualisation of the research. Request
permission to record the interview
1. What are the digital marketing tools that you normally use when searching for a job?

a. Is there any other place where you find job offers, even if you are not actively looking for them?
b. From those, which ones do you find the most relevant for your decision to apply, or not?
c. What aspects/factors make them the most relevant?

2. Are you more willing to apply for a job position through a certain digital marketing tool?
a. Which one?
b. What are the reasons for choosing this/these ones?

3. Regarding social media, for you, what are the main differences between job openings advertisements on
Facebook and LinkedIn?

a. Which ones do you find to be the most credible and relevant for your decision?
b. Why would you say this happens?

4. Which information is more important for your decision to apply for a job opening
a. Which digital marketing tool do you prefer to use to search for this information?
b. If the information is made available on a source which is controlled by the company (e.g. company’s

site), do you find it to be more or less credible?
c. Which information is more important for your decision: that which the company provides through

their own channels and pages; or that which you access through a third party (whether it is your friends,
connections, or pages not controlled by the company)?

5. Nowadays, some companies implement the strategy of content marketing – through producing and
sharing valuable and interesting content that is not directly connected to their products or services, or in
this case – the job opening (e.g. posts about the culture, their employees, the industry advances)

a. Does this make the company more attractive as a possible employer?
b. Does the fact that the company does this influence your decision to apply or not for the job opening?

6. What do you think is the role of the company’s reputation in your decision to apply for a job opening?
a. Do think that reputation is more or less important than the information that the company provides

about themselves and the job opening?
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This process was carried out using the MAXQDA software, to ensure a more structured
approach. The coding dictionary can be seen in Table 5.

Results
After the data was analysed, the coding dictionary was developed to systemise the
findings and also participants’ opinions and insights. Additionally, Figure 1 shows
the research model overview and the relationships found between the major
constructs. In this segment, the results are presented within each hypothesis to give
a better outline of the ideas found, which are highlighted by quotes extracted from
the interviews.

Table 4.
Interviewees’ profile

Interview
code Age Gender Location Habilitations Course/degree Occupation

A 22 Female Madeira Masters International Business Student
B 22 Male Setúbal Masters Management Student
C 24 Male Madeira Masters Management Business Optimisation &

Online Payment
D 23 Female Beja Bachelors Human Resources

Management
HR Technician

E 22 Male Coimbra Masters Computer Engineering Student & worker –
Researcher

F 22 Male Lisboa Masters Computer Engineering Student & worker –
Trainer

G 23 Female Coimbra Masters Digital Business Student
H 25 Male Lisboa Masters Industrial and

Organisational Economics
Business Continuity and
Revenue Assurance
Department’s Intern

I 21 Female Lisboa Masters Management Student & worker – HR
Intern

J 23 Female Lisboa Bachelors Journalism Journalist
K 27 Female Lisboa Masters Management HR Technician
L 22 Female Lisboa Masters Human Resources

Management and
Organisational Consulting

Student & worker –
People Management
Trainee

M 22 Male Lisboa Bachelors Human Resources
Management

SAP Consultant

N 22 Female Beja Masters Psychology Student & worker –
Cashier

O 22 Female Leiria Masters Digital Marketing Social Media Manager
Intern

P 24 Male Coimbra Masters International Business Assistant Branch
Manager

Q 25 Male Lisboa Bachelors Human Resources
Management

Talent Development
Intern

R 21 Female Lisboa Bachelors Management Student
S 23 Male Lisboa Bachelors Economics Student
T 22 Male Lisboa Masters Human Resources

Management and
Organisational Consulting

Student & worker – HR
Intern

U 22 Female Santarém Masters Accounting Student & worker – Junior
Accountant
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Code Sub-codes Frequency

1. Digital marketing tools
1.1. Digital marketing tools used to actively search for a job

LinkedIn 22
Job boards 16
Company’s website 15
University’s platform 13
Recruitment agencies 6
Facebook 1

1.2. Digital marketing tools used to passively search for a job
Notifications via email 29
Direct offers – via email or a LinkedIn message 11
Facebook groups 11
Display an advertisement 8

1.3. Digital marketing tools which are more relevant for the decision to apply for a job
Digital marketing tools owned by the company

LinkedIn 17
Company’s website 10
Reasons why they are the most relevant

i) More information 15
ii) More trustworthy and professional 11
iii) More personalised and interactive 5
iv) Direct contact with the recruiter 2
v) Other tools redirect to them 2

Digital marketing tools earned by the company
University’s platform 7
Job boards 5
Reasons why they are the most relevant

i) Quantity of job offers 6
ii) Discover new companies and job functions 4
iii) Unaware of other platforms 1

1.4. Digital marketing tools used to apply for a job
Indifferent 10
Digital marketing tools owned by the company

Company’s website 13
LinkedIn 8

i) An easy-to-apply tool 2
ii) Redirects to the company website or email address 2

Reasons why they are the most relevant
i) More trustworthy and professional 16
ii) Security 1

Digital marketing tools earned by the company
University’s platform 2

1.5. Social networking sites (SNS)
Facebook

Seen as not being credible when/because
i) More personal, less professional 34
ii) Doubt the trustworthiness and credibility of offers 11
iii) Lacks structure and was not built for this purpose 5
iv) Has less information 4
v) Groups with less specific audience
vi) Seen as a “last call”, urgent action 3

Seen as credible when
i) Groups with alumni or specific audience 12
ii) Redirects to other tool/platform or email address 4
iii) Individuals know the people who advertise the job offer better 3

(continued )
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Code Sub-codes Frequency

iv) Publication on the company’s profile 1
LinkedIn

Seen as more credible 28
i) More professional, serious and trustworthy 35
ii) More structured and has more information 27

2. Information that influences the decision to apply for a job
2.1. Job offer – function, requisites and type of contract 34
2.2. Company – industry, culture, vision, products and services 27
2.3. Salary 10
2.4. HR factors – training and turnover rates 8
2.5. Team members and qualifications 5
2.6. Information sources

Search engine 6
Digital marketing tools owned by the company

Company’s website 18
LinkedIn 12
Seen as more credible 45
Seen as less credible 11
Doubts regarding trustworthiness of the information provided 13

Digital marketing tools earned by the company
Word-of-mouth 12

Someone with a current or former link to the company 20
Someone with no current or former link to the company 4

University’s platform 3
Job boards 2
Seen as more credible 15

3. Content marketing
3.1. Positive influence on the decision to apply for a job 21

Differentiation of the company 20
More information about the company, culture and team 12
Has a role in the decision, but it is not an eliminatory factor 6
More willingness to apply for a job in the industry, but not necessarily for the company 1

3.2. No influence on the decision to apply for a job 7
3.3. Positive impact on company’s attractiveness 24

Shows the company’s points of view and the willingness to start a conversation 10
3.4. No impact on the company’s attractiveness 3
3.5. Company’s industry influence on candidates’ perception 3
3.6 Videos 4

4. Reputation
4.1. Sources of reputation

Current or former employees 14
Glassdoor and similar websites 6
Media 5
Clients 1

4.2. Has an influence on decision to apply for a job 25
Negative reputation 11

4.3. Does not have an influence on the decision to apply for a job 9
The case of small companies and startups 7

4.4. Reputation is more important than the information provided by the company 32
4.5 Reputation is less important than the information provided by the company 15
4.6. Reputation and information provided by the company are seen as being complementary 9Table 5.
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Information from owned versus earned media
On the subject of digital marketing tools, participants were questioned about the relevance
of these tools for their decision to apply for a job and their credibility. The results show that
tools owned by the company seem to rank higher for both questions, which thus fails to
support H1. The data shows that owned media tools are seen to be more credible and that
candidates regularly “search more on the company’s website” or the company’s LinkedIn
page “to confirm the information”which they see on other platforms, as they seek tools “that
can give more detailed information and that is trustworthy at the same time” (Interview H).
Furthermore, owned media tools are also those for which more importance is attributed for
the decision, as they are “generally more interactive and more representative of the brand”
and can give a more personalised experience (Interview O). Nevertheless, some participants
have shown doubts regarding the information provided by the company, because “it is the
information they want to present, and not necessarily the truth” (Interview F). This
represents the constant battle that candidates face because while, on one hand, they seek
information from the company, on the other hand, they are also aware that such information
can be embellished to persuade them to apply for the job.

Additionally, earned media tools can also be important for the decision, especially
platforms provided by universities and job boards, as these offer a larger quantity of job
openings and allow candidates to discover new companies and job functions. Besides, on
universities’ platforms, candidates feel that “companies that advertise there are expecting a
profile” similar to theirs, which “increases the chances of being called for an interview”
(Interview K). Moreover, these tools are also seen to be credible, mostly because of the
importance that candidates attribute to WOM and the opinions of acquaintances who
worked in the company, as this can provide “a more realistic view” of the offer, even though
such an opinion needs to be weighted “because the subjectivity of third parties can also lead
to a bad interpretation” (Interview E).

Credibility: LinkedIn versus Facebook
In general, all interviewees agreed that LinkedIn is the better choice in term of credibility,
which supports H2. They feel that the platform “has a more formal environment than
Facebook”, because LinkedIn was built for that specific purpose and provides a structure to
advertise job openings, which makes them “more informative and professional” (Interview
D). Therefore, the credibility of LinkedIn can be explained by the fact that candidates
perceived it to be a more professional and trustworthy platform. On the other hand,
Facebook is generally seen to be less credible, because of its personal environment, which
creates doubts regarding whether the job opening actually exists, or not, and also the
intentions of the recruiters. In addition, because Facebook is a platform which was not built
for the purpose of recruitment, it lacks structure and provides less information. However,
advertisements on Facebook can be seen to be credible if they are posted on groups with
alumni or specific audience and redirect the user to the company’s website, LinkedIn page or

Figure 1.
Research model
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an email address, and also when candidates know personally the person whose Facebook
account is advertising the job opportunity, or if they associate the person with a closer
group, and therefore they are more comfortable to ask questions and ultimately to apply for
the job in question.

Influence of content marketing on recruitment effectiveness
The collected data shows that content marketing has a positive influence on candidates’
decision to apply for a job, which supportsH3. Interviewees see content marketing as being
a differentiation factor for companies, allowing them to provide more information about
themselves and their culture, and “assuming that the job openings are identical” they seem
to be “more inclined for a company which has that kind of strategy and initiative” because
“it is a way to present itself to the exterior”, which “gives a better perspective for whoever
wants to apply” and “provides more realistic expectations” (Interview E). However, several
participants also stated that although content marketing influences them, “it is not
something essential” (Interview K) – i.e. it does not represent a major or eliminatory role in
their decision. Furthermore, some individuals believe that the perception and influence of
content marketing can differ from industry to industry, and job area to job area, because
“there are several types of companies” and each must “understand if it makes sense for them
have that concern, or not” (Interview J). There is also the risk of attracting candidates to the
industry with the provided content, but not necessarily to the company itself.

Interviewees were also questioned about what information they seek to support their
decision to apply for a job, and the answers focussed on the job offer itself, “the type of job,
the functions” and the requisites (Interview A), the company and “the type of culture”
(Interview B). In addition, some HR factors were highlighted, such as turnover rates and
training, as well as the team members. Although most of the individuals who mentioned
salary stated that it was not so important as to have to be present in the job advertisement,
the truth is that salary wasmentioned quite a lot.

Reputation versus information provided through tools owned by the company
The data suggests that reputation has a big influence on the candidates’ decision, whether it
is from what they hear through WOM, the media or other platforms such as Glassdoor,
where employees can give their opinion, which supports H4. Reputation is not only seen as
being quite important, but it almost has the power to “make other things that might be
questioned when assessing a company less relevant”, such as the job function per se, or the
touchpoint where candidates see the advertisement, and “make external sources (. . .) less
relevant” (Interview O).

Individuals seem to be more willing to apply for a company that has a positive
reputation, which has existed for several years and which has a more established presence
in the market, as “by principle, reputation tells you that it is a good place to work, and that it
could be a good school and a place to learn and develop as a person and as a professional”
(Interview U). Regarding negative reputation, opinions seem to be split, with most
interviewees stating they “would not like to work for a company with a negative reputation”
(Interview A), especially in cases of corruption and other scandals, or the mistreatment of
employees – all of which decreasing their willingness to apply for a job there. In contrast,
negative reputation can be surpassed for some participants if the company in question is one
where the candidate “really want(s) to work for and that matches the need at the moment”
(Interview H), making them “willing to confirm” for themselves (Interview S).

Furthermore, most participants think that reputation “has more influence than what the
company is actually saying” on their owned tools (Interview B). For reputation has more
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diversified sources, and participants “prefer to inform” themselves “through comments of
people who work in the company” – because that information is “more credible and closer to
the truth” (Interview C). Nevertheless, it is also relevant to state that some interviewees do
not feel that reputation has an influence on the decision to apply, especially in the case of
smaller companies or startups, as these are not sufficiently established to have created a
reputation for themselves.

Discussion
The goal of this study is to understand the influence of digital marketing on recruitment
effectiveness and contribute to the existent literature on the subject with new findings or a
further confirmation of established ideas. To start with, the findings of this study challenge
the conventional idea that owned media is the least credible type of media, which has been
defended by several authors (Baetzgen and Tropp, 2015; O’Neil & Eisenmann, 2017). Our
results show that in the recruitment environment, owned media tools are considered to be
more credible, which is an essential characteristic for sources and their influence on how
information is processed (Van Hoye & Lievens, 2005). Furthermore, owned media tools are
seen to be more capable of providing detailed and relevant information, which makes them
the most important type of sources to support the decision to apply for a job. Company’s
websites and LinkedIn page are the most preferred and the most frequently referred tools,
with candidates even associating certain traits about the company and its culture to how the
information is exposed on these channels.

Nonetheless, for companies, the question is no longer whether they should join the digital
conversation or not, for the pressure to adopt an online presence is so significant that it is
impossible to ignore it. The adoption of this strategy establishes ground for mutually
satisfying long-term relationships with the audience – which in this case of this study are
potential candidates. According to Tiago and Veríssimo (2014), Portuguese companies
embrace digital presence mainly because of external competitive pressure and internal
efficiency, with the objective to build their brand, improve knowledge and improve
communication flows.

Regarding social media, not surprisingly, LinkedIn was established to be more credible
than Facebook, because of its trustworthiness and expertise (Fisher et al., 1979;
Pornpitakpan, 2004), as it is a platform which is specifically structured for that purpose and
it is more professional and informative.

This study shows that content marketing makes the company more attractive as a
potential employer and enables it to differentiate itself from competitors, which has a
positive influence on the decision to apply for a job. Moreover, content marketing also allows
candidates to gather more information to support their decision. Research shows that a
larger amount of information increases the perception of credibility and results in a greater
possibility of applying for a job. Furthermore, the more specific the message, the greater the
interest in the job opening and the more attention candidates give to the message – which
can result in a better person–organisation fit (Allen et al., 2007; Breaugh, 2013). Lievens and
HighHouse (2003) defend that candidates’ initial attraction to a company can be explained
by instrumental attributes, i.e. concrete and factual attributes regarding a job and the
company (e.g. salary), as well as symbolic attributes, i.e. subjective and intangible attributes
that describe a job or the company (e.g. being innovative). Nevertheless, Allen et al. (2007)
defend that questions remain unanswered about the usefulness of the information that is
collected throughout the different stages of the job search.

Finally, the study confirms that reputation is a major part of the decision process, as the
image that candidates create of the company deeply influences their perspective about what
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the company says and how they react to it –whether this image is created through their own
experiences, or through the experiences and opinions of others. Ultimately, this image has
an impact on their decision to apply for a job (Cable & Graham, 2000; DiStaso & Brown,
2015). The study also suggests that reputation is more important than what the company
actually says, as candidates have doubts whether the information the company provides is
entirely real and accordingly seek other sources on which to base their decisions. WOM is
especially relevant in this new digital era and it represents an interpersonal communication,
that is independent of the company and which can transmit positive or negative information
(Van Hoye et al., 2016). Furthermore, Collins and Stevens (2002) found that positive WOM
has a strong effect on organisational attractiveness, and the study of Van Hoye and Lievens
(2005) established that negative WOM has an even larger impact than positive WOM. This
is perhaps the biggest fear of organisations in this digital and social world, as information
can spread so quickly and get out of control so easily, that it can either ruin or build a
company’s reputation in a few tweets or Facebook publications (Kluemper, Mitra, & Wang,
2016; Malita, Badescu, I., & Dabu, 2010).

Theoretical contributions
The results show that owned media is a credible source of information in the recruitment context,
challenging the conventional idea that refers to the contrary (Baetzgen & Tropp, 2015; O’Neil &
Eisenmann, 2017). The findings even suggest some reasons why owned tools are more relevant for
the decision to apply for a job, namely, because they provide more information, they are more
trustworthy, professional, personalised and interactive; they provide the opportunity to have a
direct contact with the recruiter; and also because other sources redirect to them (especially earned
tools, such as job boards and universities’ platforms).

In spite of this finding, possibly, our greatest contribution to literature on this subject is
the identification of the parameters which can lead to more credible job advertisements on
Facebook, namely, the use of groups with alumni or a specific audience; redirection to the
company’s website, LinkedIn page or email address; familiarity with the recruiter; and the
possibility to ask questions in an informal context (Fatkin & Lansdwon, 2017).

With regard to information, the study presents the following categories of information which
have an influence on candidates’ decision to apply for a job: the job offer itself and its functions,
requisites and type of contract; the company, the industry where it works and its culture, vision,
products and services; the salary, where its mere reference in the job advertisement is seen to be a
plus for the respondents; human resources factors, such as turnover rates and the expected training;
and,finally, the teammembers and their qualifications.

The findings also suggest that content marketing has a positive influence on the decision
to apply for a job, as it provides further information about the company and its culture and
the team. However, although it has a role in the decision to apply for a job, content
marketing is not seen to be the most relevant element. Furthermore, interviewees also
mention that they can be more willing to apply for a job in the sector, and not necessarily for
the company itself.

Finally, in relation to small companies and startups, our study shows that reputation
does not have a decisive influence on the decision to apply for a job in these companies, as
many of the companies in question had not had the time or the opportunity to develop such a
long-term attribute.

Practical implications
The results show that it is essential that managers, especially those responsible for
recruitment and marketing, implement the necessary strategies to tackle emerging
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challenges. First, managers should implement an integrated marketing communication
(IMC) strategy – i.e. a communication strategy which integrates different tools to
communicate the recruitment message effectively to the targeted audience, combining
traditional and new media, whilst depending heavily on data (Batra & Keller, 2016; Luxton,
Reid, &Mavondo, 2015; Madia, 2011). If managers advertise job openings in all the available
platforms, and convey a clear message, which is adapted to the audience for each one, then
they will be able to reach even more potential candidates and retain their attention, which
consequently results in a larger and more appropriate pool of candidates (Luxton et al.,
2015). To successfully implement an IMC strategy, managers need to consider the following
factors: consistency – and thus reinforce a persuasive message through the means of
different tools and touchpoints; complementarity – using leverage on each tool’s strength;
and cross-effects – as the communication effects from a previous touchpoint can improve the
receptiveness of the information from others (Batra &Keller, 2016).

Palos-Sanchez, Saura and Debasa (2018) also highlight the importance of emerging
mobile technologies, which will have a significant impact on how digital marketing will
work in the future, as they offer ease of use and accessibility and affect the effectiveness of
conversion. Mobile marketing is fueled by the advancements in mobile technologies and
their technical benefits, which currently are not being fully exploited, because of the lack of
experience and expertise among professionals (Smutkupt, Krairit, & Esichaikul, 2010).

Our research highlights candidates’ need for valid information and its impact on their
decision, and thus, nowadays, companies need to do more than just advertise the job
position when recruiting, and they need to promote their brand and corporate image to
convince candidates that they are the best employer – through content marketing and
storytelling (Allen et al., 2013; Blackman, 2006; Elving et al., 2013; Fisher et al., 1979).
Blackman (2006) explains that a recruitment advertisement is a form of persuasive
communication, which needs to attract readers’ attention and be able to stand out from other
advertisements, to then create an interest to know more, building a relationship between the
candidate and the company and enhancing the possibility of applying for the job in
question. Several aspects make an advertisement better, namely, thought-provoking and
appealing headlines; media richness; the structure and design of the advertisement;
descriptive information; and interactivity (Blackman, 2006; Baum & Kabst, 2014; Cable
et al., 2000; Cable & Yu, 2006; Frasca & Edwards, 2017; Howardson & Behrend, 2014;
Maurer & Liu, 2007). Furthermore, a more targeted approach to advertisements would be
welcome, which can be achieved by creating specific content for the different target groups
of candidates (e.g. management students, engineering students). A more focussed approach
has been proven to bemore engaging and effective (Pulizzi, 2012).

Additionally, social media usage will continue to grow as it gains more and more
importance on individuals’ life, shaping how they receive and process information. As a
result, companies must adapt quickly to answer these new needs, by changing their
communication approach and by engaging their targets in online conversations through
SNS (Dijkmans, Kerkhof, & Beukeboom, 2015). Although most companies are becoming
aware of this need and its advantages – namely, the enhanced trustworthiness, positive
brand attitude and increased commitment – they still find it hard to implement a winning
strategy, because they lack expertise and are unfamiliar with this environment and are still
afraid of the costs involved or the negative reputation that can arise from a lack of control,
with many remaining tied to traditional approaches (Chui et al., 2012; Dijkmans et al., 2015;
Kluemper et al., 2016; Malita et al., 2010; Melanthiou et al., 2015).

In addition, it is extremely important to place all the information on owned media tools,
because candidates like to confirm if the job opening is real on the company’s website or its
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LinkedIn page. Advertising on universities’ platforms is also essential, as individuals feel
that such an advertisement is more tailored to them and that the company is looking for
someone with a profile similar to theirs – which makes it easier for them to apply for the job
or to search more. Furthermore, managers must be careful regarding content marketing, to
ensure that it is used to attract candidates not only for the industry, but also for the
company itself – by providing useful and valuable content regarding both topics and
through signalling instrumental and symbolic attributes.

Finally, and perhaps the biggest challenge is the need to strike a balance between the
control of the information by the company and the involvement and engagement of third
parties, which is especially relevant in the current digital era, where individuals expect to be
part of the conversation. Indeed, the capacity to generate and leverage insights through big
data is a must-have for companies, and managers should put in place established processes
to capture, storage, transfer and analyse all the data throughout the entire customer journey,
to optimise advertising, content and the required budgets (Leeflang, Verhoef, Dahlström, &
Freundt, 2014).

Limitations and future research directions
Naturally, this study has limitations which need to be acknowledged. First, the use of
mainly Portuguese students could decrease the possibility of generalisation and external
validity (Acarlar & Bilgiç, 2013; Silvertzen et al., 2013). Additionally, the sample needs to be
larger, to collect more insights about the subject. Second, in the content analysis, some topics
were left out for the sake of the answers for the hypotheses, and therefore it would be
interesting to follow up on certain topics which emerged, but were too dissimilar to be
included (e.g. perceptions about video content). This would provide a more in-depth
understanding of sub-topics which emerged during the interviews, and would thus result in
a more inclusive study.

Based on the discussion and the limitations of this study, there is room to improve in
future research. First, it would be interesting to carry out a cross-area comparison study
with students, to understand whether diverse areas see digital marketing strategies
differently. Second, a further validation of the parameters found that seem to make
Facebook advertisements more credible would also be a valuable contribution. Third, a topic
that emerged is the importance and role of review platforms for the recruitment process,
such as Glassdoor, which help understand how candidates use them and whether they find
review platforms useful and credible and if the use of such platforms impacts recruitment
effectiveness, as research already has focussed on review platforms as being an integral part
of the customer journey in the broad marketing sense (Kluemper et al., 2016; Leeflang et al.,
2014).

Fourth, the influence of content marketing on the person–organisation fit perception has
room for further research, because candidates seek to understand if the attributes and values
of the company match with their own, and, as our research shows, content marketing is a
way for job seekers to obtain more information about the company in question (Cable and
Judge, 1996). Furthermore, because the results show that content marketing is not a
preponderant factor, it would be relevant to understand its weight in the decision to apply
for a job, how it changes from context to context (e.g. depending on the company’s
reputation) and which type of content is more influential.

Finally, future research could focus on the impact of social media on brand reputation, to
understand its role in managing brand reputation and to provide more practical insights for
managers (Leeflang et al., 2014).
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Conclusion
The main goal of this study is to understand how digital marketing influences candidates’
decision to apply for a job. The results show that candidates consider information from
owned media tools to be more credible and relevant for their decision, and that they look for
tools which are more trustworthy and specialised, such as LinkedIn, or the company’s
website. Additionally, content marketing seems to have a positive impact on the decision to
apply for a job, as it provides applicants with more insights about the company, its culture
and the industry itself. Finally, reputation still represents a major part of the decision
process, which is a challenge for companies in this information-driven age. The adaption to
the digital era and the new consumer’s mindset is still a challenge for most companies;
however, those who are willing to dare and take risks first will be those who succeed.
Companies should definitely adopt an IMC strategy as a means to effectively communicate
to the target audience and promote brand and corporate image through content marketing
and storytelling. In sum, companies should strive to convince their candidates that they are
the best employers. Furthermore, on account of the rapid development of technology, it is
also relevant for companies to pay close attention to emerging trends, such as mobile
marketing.
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