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Abstract
PURPOSE: Employer branding is increasingly critical for start-ups seeking to attract qualified talent under severe resource 
constraints. While the instrumental–symbolic framework of employer attractiveness is well established in large organizational 
contexts, its applicability to start-ups remains underexplored. This study examines the transferability of this framework to 
start-up contexts and investigates whether protean career orientation (PCO) influences perceptions of employer attractiveness. 
METHODOLOGY: The study employs a scenario-based experimental design with a sample of 551 participants recruited via 
Prolific. Participants were exposed to fictitious start-up websites in which instrumental attributes (job security and compensation) 
and symbolic attributes (innovativeness and meaningfulness) were systematically manipulated. Employer attractiveness served as 
the dependent variable. Hierarchical linear modeling was used to analyze the main and interaction effects of employer attributes 
and PCO. FINDINGS: The results demonstrate that both instrumental and symbolic attributes significantly increase perceived 
employer attractiveness in start-up contexts. Protean career orientation was positively associated with employer attractiveness, 
suggesting that individuals with higher PCO generally evaluate start-ups more favorably as potential employers. However, PCO did 
not moderate the effects of instrumental or symbolic attributes on employer attractiveness. IMPLICATIONS: The findings support 
the transferability of the instrumental–symbolic framework to start-up employer branding by highlighting the continued importance 
of instrumental attributes alongside symbolic signals. The results further suggest that PCO functions as an independent predictor 
rather than a boundary condition. Practically, start-ups should emphasize credible instrumental employment conditions while 
complementing them with symbolic cues to enhance attractiveness among diverse career-oriented individuals. ORIGINALITY 
AND VALUE: This study extends employer branding research by empirically testing the instrumental–symbolic framework in 
a start-up context and by integrating PCO as an individual-level factor. It contributes to the literature by clarifying how career 
orientations shape employer evaluations in emerging and resource-constrained organizational settings.
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INTRODUCTION

Start-ups play a  vital role in the economy by creating numerous job opportunities (Acs, 2006; Decker et al., 2014). 
However, from the perspective of job seekers, there is substantial uncertainty regarding the attractiveness of a  job at 
a start-up. On the one hand, they may seem attractive due to the autonomy they typically offer in work and the opportunity 
for experimentation (Moser et al., 2017; Roach & Sauermann, 2024). On the other hand, they are also marked by the 
limitations of being new, small in scale, and often lacking the resources to offer benefits comparable to those of established 
companies (Cardon & Stevens, 2004). To overcome these constraints, start-ups must develop strategies for effectively 
using limited resources to attract initial employees. This can be achieved through thoughtful employer branding that 
highlights the employer’s attractive attributes (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004; Navis & Glynn, 2011).

Prior research has examined employer attractiveness by investigating the influence of various types of attributes. 
One of the most prominent approaches is the instrumental–symbolic framework, which classifies these attributes into 
instrumental and symbolic categories (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003). Instrumental attributes offer tangible benefits to 
job seekers, whereas symbolic attributes reflect the organization’s personality. Past research also shows that instrumental 
attributes underpin an organization’s attractiveness, whereas symbolic attributes enhance it by highlighting differences 
from other organizations (Lievens et al., 2007; Lievens & Highhouse, 2003; Rai, 2019). However, the influence of these 
attributes may differ in start-ups, given their fundamental differences from established firms. For example, start-ups 
experience rapid and frequent changes in team composition (Ucbasaran et al., 2003). These circumstances might reduce 
the impact of instrumental attributes while increasing the importance of symbolic attributes. Moreover, start-ups may 
attract a different type of employee than established companies (Sauermann, 2018; Volkmer et al., 2024), as careers are 
typically less structured: Early-stage start-ups are for instance small, employees assume substantial responsibility for the 
business’s success (Roach & Sauermann, 2015; Tumasjan et al., 2011), and advancement depends less on formal career 
paths than on proactive behavior and increased involvement in the venture (e.g., Gerber et al., 2009, Briscoe et al., 2006; 
Hall, 1976; Hall et al., 2018). Although research exists on both the attractiveness of start-ups (e.g., Moser et al. 2017) and 
the characteristics of start-up employees (e.g., Sauermann, 2018), a gap remains in integrating these areas to investigate 
the interplay between start-up-specific attractiveness attributes and career orientations of job candidates considering 
employment in start-ups. Therefore, this study first aims to investigate differences in the contribution of instrumental 
and symbolic attributes to the attractiveness of start-ups. Symbolic attributes (e.g., innovativeness and meaningfulness), 
are expected to have a  stronger impact on start-up employer attractiveness compared to instrumental attributes (e.g., 
job security and compensation). Second, this study aims to examine whether high levels of protean career orientation 
(PCO) influence the relationship between symbolic attributes and attractiveness, hypothesizing that higher levels of 
PCO will strengthen this relationship. Furthermore, this study seeks to replicate past research (Van Hooft et al., 2021) 
demonstrating a positive connection between employer attractiveness and subsequent job search behavior. Specifically, 
it examines whether greater employer attractiveness is associated with a stronger intention to seek further information 
about the respective start-up.

This paper is structured as follows. First, the relevant theoretical and empirical foundations are reviewed, organized 
around four thematic areas: employer attractiveness in start-up contexts; instrumental and symbolic employer attributes 
in start-ups; applicants’ career orientations; and perspectives extending beyond employer attractiveness. The subsequent 
section describes the research methodology. The empirical results are then presented and discussed, beginning with an 
interpretation of the findings. This is followed by a synthesis of the key results, a discussion of the study’s limitations, directions 
for future research, and practical implications. The paper concludes with a final summary of the main contributions.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Employer attractiveness of start-ups

During the hiring process for new ventures, entrepreneurs are typically confronted with the start-up’s smallness, newness, 
and resource constraints (Cardon & Stevens, 2004). First, in the early stages, start-ups are typically small-scale. This leads to 
job seekers lacking familiarity with organizational and job characteristics when considering potential employers (Aldrich 
& Auster, 1986). Additionally, their newness suggests that organizational characteristics may not yet be established, thereby 
increasing uncertainty about the company as an employer and the work environment. Furthermore, entrepreneurs often 
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contend with resource scarcity, particularly time and capital (Cardon & Stevens, 2004; Williamson et al., 2002). As a result, 
start-ups might struggle to use traditional methods, such as advertising, job fairs, or walk-ins (Zottoli & Wanous, 2000) 
to raise awareness as a potential employer. These obstacles significantly impact the initial phase of employment: attracting 
potential candidates. If a sufficient applicant pool cannot be generated, this limits later recruitment stages, as there may 
be too few candidates with the right competencies (Turban & Cable, 2003). Therefore, entrepreneurs need to carefully 
strategize how they present themselves to create a unique employer value proposition that attracts employees. 

The backbone of every employer value proposition is good employer branding (Moser et al., 2021). Employer 
branding as an attraction strategy entails that job applicants evaluate a potential employer’s attractiveness by considering 
various signals it conveys, which collectively form the employer’s image (Theurer et al., 2018). Furthermore, employers 
who align their branding strategy with the desired characteristics of potential employees gain an advantage in attracting 
them (Kristof, 1996). Hence, entrepreneurs should, on the one hand, consider their distinctive qualities as employers 
and, on the other hand, carefully consider the type of employees required (Maheshwari et al., 2017; Moser et al., 2021; 
Navis & Glynn, 2011). 

Lievens and Highhouse’s (2003) employer attractiveness framework - one of the most widely used models in employer 
branding (e.g., Rai, 2019; Van Hoye et al., 2013) - distinguishes between instrumental and symbolic employer attributes 
across organizational contexts. These attributes represent organizational characteristics and shape a  specific employer 
image when communicated to potential job candidates (Lievens et al., 2016). Whereas instrumental attributes include 
tangible benefits for the job seeker, such as compensation or learning opportunities, symbolic attributes represent more 
intangible benefits. They are akin to the organization’s personality, such as innovativeness or prestige. Hence, it is often 
the symbolic attributes that signify the alignment between the person and the organization (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003). 

Instrumental and symbolic attributes serve different purposes for prospective employees. Whereas instrumental 
attributes are more consumption-related, symbolic attributes target social needs, such as self-enhancement or a sense of 
belongingness (Park et al., 1986). Traditional symbolic attributes, as identified in Lievens et al.’s (2003) research on banks, 
include sincerity (e.g., honest employers), competence (e.g., intelligent employers), prestige (e.g., respected employers), 
robustness (e.g., strong employers), and innovativeness (e.g., exciting employers). Ample evidence supports these symbolic 
attributes across various job sectors (Lievens et al., 2007; Rai, 2019) and different cultures (e.g., Van Hoye et al., 2013). 
Despite its strong explanatory power across organizational contexts, it remains unclear whether and how this framework 
can be transferred to the start-up context.

Instrumental and symbolic attributes in start-ups

Applying these attractiveness attributes to the context of start-ups, it becomes apparent that they differ from those found 
in established companies (Barber et al., 1999; Moser et al., 2017; Roach & Sauermann, 2024; Tumasjan et al., 2011). First, 
start-ups are still in the organizational formation phase. Consequently, there is uncertainty about the types of instrumental 
attributes they can offer at the critical early stages, so that some attributes may simply not be available yet. For instance, 
cultivating a  positive and successful team climate requires considerable time for development (Price et al., 2002), or 
delegating tasks to employees can prove exceedingly challenging for many entrepreneurs due to their strong psychological 
ownership of the business (Zhu et al., 2024). As a result, it remains unclear whether flat hierarchies truly exist in the early 
stages or whether the entrepreneur still bears the majority of responsibilities. Second, certain instrumental attributes, 
such as job security or high salaries, are highly valued but are more commonly found in established companies (Lievens 
& Highhouse, 2003). Therefore, a deficiency in these attributes could result in a reduced or constantly changing overall 
influence of instrumental attributes, and crafting an employer branding strategy that emphasizes symbolic attributes may 
prove more advantageous for start-ups.

Similar to instrumental attributes, start-ups may offer specific symbolic attributes compared to established companies. 
For example, innovativeness as an attribute may convey novelty and originality, particularly in the nascent stages of 
start-ups to investors and/or customers (Mason & Stark, 2004; Rosenbusch et al., 2011; Shepherd & Zacharakis, 2003). 
Furthermore, this innovativeness is fueled by flexibility, as start-ups operate with less rigid routines, enabling them to 
adapt to their environment swiftly. In addition, they are often receptive to new technologies, which is also linked to higher 
innovation and success (Hyytinen et al., 2015; Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; Rosenbusch et al., 2011). Consequently, although 
not all start-ups embody high levels of innovation, many still might project a sense of symbolic innovation as employers, 
setting themselves apart from similar competitors. Meaningfulness seems to be another key attribute of the start-up work 
environment, as start-ups typically involve task variety, task identity, and task significance, which are central drivers of 
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meaningful work in Hackman and Oldham’s (1976) job characteristics model. These aspects are reflected in the changing 
conditions of start-ups, small teams with holistic responsibilities, and the promotion of innovative products with significant 
societal impact (Moser et al., 2017; Steger et al., 2012; Tumasjan et al., 2011; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Recent research 
extends this view by suggesting that meaningfulness in start-ups arises not only from the work environment but, more 
importantly, from the existential integration of the individual with the work itself. Accordingly, start-ups are associated 
with professional, psychological, and societal dimensions of meaningfulness (Dirik & Özdoğan, 2025). 

Given differences in employer attractiveness between start-ups and established companies, symbolic attributes should 
exert a stronger influence on attractiveness in start-ups than instrumental attributes. Start-ups often seem to struggle to 
provide consistent instrumental benefits because they lack resources, are small and new (Cardon & Stevens, 2004), and 
face rapidly changing conditions in their early stages of growth (DeSantola & Gulati, 2017), whereas established companies 
can typically offer diverse instrumental attributes (Rai, 2019; Van Hoye et al., 2013). This may also be one of the reasons 
why entrepreneurs prioritize an employee’s alignment with the overall organization over merely meeting job requirements 
(Heneman et al., 2000), as symbolic attributes reflect the organization’s personality more than instrumental attributes 
do (Lievens & Slaughter, 2016). At the same time, entrepreneurs were found to typically gain advantages from utilizing 
symbols to build their corporate identity, which extends to enhancing employer attractiveness through symbolic attributes 
(Clarke, 2011; Zott & Huy, 2007). Moreover, joiners of start-ups simply do not seem value instrumental attributes as much 
as employees in established companies (Roach & Sauermann, 2024). For start-up joiners, symbolic attributes may play 
a relatively larger role. Lastly, start-ups need to use an employer branding strategy to distinguish themselves from other 
organizations (Moser et al., 2017; Navis & Glynn, 2011), and symbolic attributes tend to be more effective than instrumental 
benefits in distinguishing one company from another (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003). Therefore, we hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 1. Symbolic attributes (i.e., innovativeness and meaningfulness) exert a stronger influence on employer 
attractiveness of start-ups compared to instrumental attributes (i.e., job security and compensation).

Career orientation of applicants 

Preferences that distinguish employees in start-ups from those in established companies may also lie in their varying career 
orientations. Whereas traditional career orientations typically entail an organization’s responsibility for an employee’s 
career development, with well-defined hierarchical career paths within a company (Gerber et al., 2009), recent trends 
show a  rise in new career orientations, where more individuals are prioritizing professional growth and job mobility 
over physical capital (Hall et al., 2018; Markman et al., 2002). One of these new career orientations, the “protean career” 
is described as a career “in which the person, not the organization, is in charge, the core values are freedom and growth, 
and the main success criteria are subjective (psychological success) vs. objective (position, salary)” (Hall, 2004, p.4). This 
career orientation thus refers to individuals who strive to maintain autonomy over their career trajectory and ensure it 
resonates with their personal values (Li et al., 2022). High-PCO individuals are also anticipated to navigate uncertain and 
evolving environments adeptly (Briscoe et al., 2006; Hall et al., 2018; Li et al., 2022). Moreover, they are typically open-
minded and proactive in seeking opportunities for self-improvement, leading to greater knowledge of their strengths and 
weaknesses (Li et al., 2022). Taken together, high-PCO individuals approach their career choices in a more self-directed 
and values-oriented manner.

The behaviors and characteristics observed in individuals with high PCO align well with the dynamics observed 
in the early stages of start-up environments (Roach & Sauermann, 2015; Sauermann, 2018; Volkmer et al., 2024). For 
instance, start-ups provide ample opportunities for autonomous work and taking on responsibility for comprehensive 
tasks (Tumasjan et al., 2011). Furthermore, alignment with values can be assessed through the symbolic attributes that 
start-ups promote. These symbolic attributes may be more noticeable than instrumental ones and can help individuals 
determine their fit with the organization based on its personality. For individuals with high PCO, understanding these 
values is particularly crucial as they make career decisions based on their personal values (Briscoe et al., 2006; Hall, 
1976; Hall et al., 2018). In contrast, individuals with low PCO may place less importance on symbolic attributes when 
evaluating how well an organization fits them, as matching their personality traits and values is less crucial to their 
decision-making. Therefore, symbolic attributes will also have a limited influence on their perception of the start-up’s 
attractiveness. Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2. PCO moderates the relationship between symbolic attributes and employer attractiveness. Specifically, 
higher levels of PCO will strengthen the correlation between symbolic attributes and the rating of employer attractiveness.
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Beyond employer attractiveness

Finally, meta-analytic results indicate that employer attractiveness is positively associated with recruitment outcomes 
such as job pursuit intentions, job choice, and job offer acceptance intentions (Chapman et al., 2005; Santiago, 2019; 
Slaughter et al., 2004). Job search can be considered as a self-regulatory process, and the intensity of job search behavior 
has been identified as a  leading predictor for subsequent employment (Van Hooft et al., 2021). The more job seekers 
engage in activities such as networking, reviewing job postings, visiting employment agencies, or seeking advice about 
job opportunities, the more likely they are to secure employment (Van Hooft et al., 2021). Therefore, we suggest that this 
relationship also applies to start-ups’ employer attractiveness and influences subsequent job search behavior:

Hypothesis 3. The higher the employer attractiveness in the early phase of the recruitment process, the higher the 
intention to obtain further information about the company.

METHODOLOGY

Overview

This study used a 2×2 within-subject design. As predictors, we manipulated the level of symbolic attributes (high vs. 
low) and instrumental attributes (high vs. low). Innovativeness and meaningfulness were designated together as 
symbolic attributes, while compensation and job security were categorized together as instrumental attributes (similar 
to Moser et al., 2021). The dependent variable was employer attractiveness. Moreover, PCO was regarded as a moderator 
of the relationship between symbolic attributes and employer attractiveness. Additionally, employer attractiveness 
was considered as a predictor for participants’ intention to obtain further information about the presented start-up as 
a potential employer. The health-tech sector was selected due to its current prominence and the high prevalence of start-
ups (Djurickovic, 2025; Muhos et al., 2019; Silicon Valley Bank, 2025), thereby enhancing the realism of the stimuli. In 
addition, restricting the study to a single industry minimized potential confounding effects of sector-specific interests and 
perceptions (e.g., prestige differences across industries). Because this meant that the study materials featured fictitious 
health-tech start-up websites, participants’ interest in the health-tech sector was assessed as a covariate to control for 
individual differences in sector-specific interest. The pre-registration for the study is available on the platform aspredicted.
org (a deanonymized link: https://aspredicted.org/fkzw-6y9c.pdf). Ethical approval was not required for this study, in 
accordance with local legislation and the institutional requirements of Saarland University. The datasets generated and 
analyzed during the current study are available in the OSF repository (https://osf.io/xwcr2/?view_only=bbaf5761ecb64c
49a29be1f461beeb44).

Sample

To determine the sample size, an a priori power analysis was conducted using Monte Carlo simulations for linear mixed-
effects models that reflect the planned design, with four fully crossed profiles nested within participants. The focal 
parameter was the cross-level interaction between symbolic attributes and PCO. The interaction effect was set to β = 
0.10, representing a small but meaningful cross-level effect. The intraclass correlation coefficient was assumed to be 0.60, 
consistent with typically high ICCs (0.40–0.70) in organizational research (Bliese, 2000). Target power was β = 0.80. Main 
effects for symbolic (β = 0.17) and instrumental framing (β = 0.13) were based on prior work (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003; 
Lievens et al., 2007). The effect of PCO was set to β = 0.22 (typical range 0.20–0.25) (Hirschi et al., 2017; Waters et al., 
2014), and the effect of a standardized covariate was assumed to be β = 0.20. Predictor correlations were set to zero, and 
moderate random-slope variances (0.05) were assumed in the data-generating process. For each candidate sample size, 
1000 datasets were simulated and analyzed using likelihood-ratio tests (α = 0.05). This analysis indicated that a sample 
size of N = 550 participants was required to achieve at least β = 0.80 power for detecting the symbolic × PCO interaction.5

5   In the preregistration of the study, an a priori power analysis was conducted were conducted for the respective hypotheses. Regarding to the potential moderating effect in hypothesis 
2, a small effect size of f2 = 0.02 was assumed. A power of β = 0.80 and a significance level of α = 0.05 were applied by convention. Based on these assumptions, the power analysis indicates 
that a minimum of 647 subjects is required to achieve the desired statistical power. Therefore, the number of subjects is fixed at 647. It emerged that the preliminary power analysis was 
incompatible with the chosen calculation model. Therefore, a revised power analysis was conducted after the initial data collection round, the results of which dictated the parameters for 
a subsequent round of data.
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Sample recruitment

The present study used Prolific, a web-based platform for recruiting research participants (Palan & Schitter, 2018). To 
ensure a sample with comparable working conditions, we recruited participants only from the United States. Given that 
people typically start searching for a job after completing their education and that new businesses tend to appeal more 
to younger people as potential employers (Ouimet & Zarutskie, 2014), the present study was restricted to participants 
aged 18 to 30 years. Unlike previous studies on employer attractiveness in start-ups (Roach & Sauermann, 2015, 2024), 
we intentionally included all participants within this age range to examine how individual differences might affect 
attractiveness ratings, without reducing variance. In addition, an attention check item (‘Please answer this item with 
“strongly disagree”’) was included, and participants were excluded if they did not answer the item correctly or did not 
finish the survey. Furthermore, we anticipated that participants would spend a minimum of 7 minutes completing the 
survey, based on the average reading speed suggested by Carver (1992). Overall, 1101 people participated in the study. 
However, 59 participants were excluded due to the mentioned criteria. Additionally, participants were required to access 
multiple company websites. We tracked this by monitoring whether participants genuinely clicked on the provided links 
using JavaScript. Those who did not click on the links to the websites were subsequently excluded. This criterion resulted 
in the exclusion of another 491 participants. 

Due to the substantial number of participants excluded from the final sample, additional analyses were conducted 
to identify potential systematic differences between the excluded and included groups. However, a  comprehensive 
comparison was constrained by the fact that 307 participants revoked their consent after their submissions were rejected 
on Prolific (primarily due to failure to visit all required external links). Because the withdrawal of consent precluded 
the use of any recorded information, no demographic or study-related data were available for this subset. Among the 
remaining excluded participants for whom data were available, 100 were male and 76 were female; one participant 
declined to disclose their gender, and one value was missing. Additionally, two cases were removed due to expired data. 
The excluded group spent an average of 15.7 minutes completing the study (SD = 70.0 minutes). This high standard 
deviation indicates extreme variability in completion times, suggesting inconsistent engagement or significant outliers 
within the excluded cohort. Furthermore, while the excluded participants reported a mean interest in the health-tech 
sector of 3.73 (SD = 1.27), this figure is based on a sample of only 11 individuals and must be interpreted with caution. 
Consequently, a  robust statistical comparison between the final and excluded samples was not feasible due to the 
extensive missing data resulting from consent withdrawals.

Sample description

The final sample consisted of N = 551 (213 female, 196 male, 4 preferred not to say, 138 did not indicate their gender). On 
average, participants were 25.131 years old (SD = 3.11). As the fictitious start-up websites were themed around health-
tech, participants’ interest in this field was accounted for as a  covariate in our calculations. On average, participants 
displayed an interest level of 3.32 (SD = 1.23, on a 5-point Likert scale). 

Procedure

Participants were directed to our survey following a  link in Prolific. Initially, participants were instructed to envision 
themselves in a job search scenario. Subsequently, they were directed to click on links to four fictional start-up websites, 
with the order of the website links randomized. To ensure thorough engagement, a  minimum processing time of 90 
seconds for each survey page was enforced. Following their visit to each website, participants were prompted to rate the 
innovativeness, meaningfulness, compensation, and job security. This served as a manipulation check for the various 
employer attractiveness attributes: symbolic (innovativeness and meaningfulness) and instrumental (compensation and 
job security). After visiting each website, participants were asked to rate the attractiveness of the start-up and to indicate 
their intention to obtain further information about it. Towards the completion of the survey, participants were invited to 
assess their PCO and their interest in health-tech. On average, it took about 12 minutes (754.22 seconds, to be precise; 
SD = 374.66 seconds) to complete the experiment, and participants were paid at a rate of 7.51 British pounds per hour. 
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Material

To operationalize the symbolic and instrumental attributes of new businesses as realistically as possible, a total of 4 websites 
for fictitious start-ups were created using the online platform Wix.com (www.wix.com). This approach was chosen due to 
the fact that company websites are commonly used media for communicating employer branding and are among the most 
frequent sources of information for job seekers (Banks et al., 2019). The structure of each website was the same: about us, 
who we are, vision, why work for us, and our benefits (see also Figure 1). The number of words and pictures was also held 
equal (3 pictures and 230-238 words per website). On these websites, a combination of both symbolic and instrumental 
attributes was manipulated to examine their effects on employer attractiveness. For each attribute, we established two 
conditions: high, indicating elevated levels, and low, indicating diminished levels. This results in four types of websites, 
each representing combinations of start-up-specific symbolic attributes (meaningfulness and innovativeness) at high and 
low levels, along with classic instrumental attributes (compensation and job security) at high and low levels. 

Header 

Start-up Name 
• Slogan, Benefit

About Section 
• Description of Start-up

Mission & Impact Section 
• Mission Statement

• Summary of Impact

Awards & Certifications 
Section 

Investment Section 
• Funds raised

• Year established

Career Section 
• Description of Job

Characteristics

Figure 1. Structure of fictional start-up websites
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The manipulation of attributes was implemented through different statements of the fictional start-up placed on 
the websites. The development of statements was representative of each attribute and was based on a previous study that 
identified a variety of words considered particularly meaningful for specific attributes (Theurer et al., 2022) and those 
found on websites of actual start-ups (e.g., Loom, 2024; MikMak, 2024; reCup GmbH, 2024). To achieve a very high level 
of realism, and given the difficulty of finding purely quantitative expressions for certain attributes, we opted to include 
both quantitative and qualitative expressions to represent high and low levels of the conditions. Overall, drawing on these 
materials led to the identification of start-up-specific attributes related to job security, compensation, innovativeness, 
and meaningfulness Table 1. These attributes differ from those typically used in these categories but are more plausible 
in a start-up context, as specifying exact monetary compensation, for example, is often not feasible because it depends 
on a start-up’s funding situation and may change rapidly. Links to the websites of the fictitious start-ups can be found at 
https://osf.io/xwcr2/?view_only=2bafaa0b54fd494a9165e9b2ad3f3753.

Table 1. Manipulation of instrumental and symbolic attributes 

Level Instrumental attributes Symbolic attributes
Qualitative Quantitative Qualitative Quantitative

High 2 × job security (e.g., we are part 
of a fast-growing industry)

1 × job security (e.g., 15 Mio 
€ in funding)

2 × innovativeness (e.g., we are 
a new and exciting health-tech 
start-up)

2 × innovativeness (e.g., we 
allocate 30% of our annual 
revenue to research and 
development purposes)

2 × compensation (e.g., remote 
work: you decide where you 
want to work from)

3 × compensation (e.g., gym 
membership in your area: 
Stay fit & healthy)

2 × meaningfulness (e.g., 
fulfillment starts with meaningful 
work)

2 × meaningfulness (e.g., we 
already impacted > 10 Mio people 
by using [Start-up name] to live 
healthier and better lives)

Quantitative Quantitative
Low 2 × job security (e.g., 500 k € in funding) 2 × innovativeness (e.g., we were nominated for the Global Start-up 

Awards in the category Most Innovative Start-up)
2 × compensation (e.g., outdoor sports sessions every two 
weeks for the whole team)

2 × meaningfulness (e.g., for a better life: We already impact > 5k 
people by using [Start-up name] to ensure restful sleep and therefore 
more energy for daily life)

Note: The provided numbers correspond to the number of statements regarding the respective attributes posted on the websites, resulting in 8 for high levels and 4 for 
low levels.

Measures 

Employer attractiveness was the primary dependent variable for H1-H2 and served as a predictor for H3. It was measured 
with three items from a scale from Highhouse et al. (2003). Items were: “For me, COMPANY NAME would be a good 
place to work,” “COMPANY NAME is attractive to me as a place for employment”, and “A job at COMPANY NAME is 
very appealing to me.” Participants were again asked to rate this item on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). The internal consistency of this scale was α = 0.94, indicating very good reliability. 

Intention to obtain more information about one of the start-ups as employers was the specific dependent variable for 
H3 and was measured with one item (“I would click on ‘FIND OUT MORE’ to obtain further information about working 
at COMPANY NAME”). Participants were asked to rate this item on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
5 (strongly agree). 

PCO was measured using seven items from a scale from Baruch (2014). Participants rated the items on a 7-point Likert 
scale (1 = “strongly disagree”, 7 = “strongly agree”). Example items are: “For me, career success is how I am doing against 
my goals and values, or “I take responsibility for my own development. Internal consistency of this scale was α = 0.76 and 
thus acceptable.

Participants’ interest in the health-technology industry was assessed as a covariate and measured using one item 
(“How interested are you in the health-technology industry?”). Participants were asked to rate this item on a 5-point 
Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
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Manipulation check

To ensure the manipulation of the attributes on each company website, we implemented a manipulation check after each 
website. Participants were asked to rate the different start-ups of the websites on a 6-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 6 (strongly agree) for innovativeness, meaningfulness, compensation, and job security. Assessment of 
innovativeness was measured with one item from the “PORGI-scale” from Hurt and Teigen (1977) (“COMPANY NAME 
is receptive to new ideas”). Meaningfulness was measured with one item adapted from the Work as Meaning Inventory 
from Steger et al. (2012) („The work the employees of COMPANY NAME do serves a greater purpose”). Compensation 
was measured with an item based on Highhouse et al. (2003) („COMPANY NAME has a good benefit package”), and job 
security was measured with one item based on Lievens et al. (2007) („COMPANY NAME offers job security”). Descriptive 
statistics are shown in Table 2. Detailed results of the paired-samples t-tests are reported in Table 3.

To assess the difference in perceptions of symbolic and instrumental attribute levels, we conducted pairwise directed 
and non-directed t-tests. The results indicate that 9 of 12 t-tests confirmed our manipulation of symbolic and instrumental 
attributes across different websites. Although three within-category manipulation checks (high–high or low–low) did not 
demonstrate the expected outcomes, this does not compromise the manipulation’s validity, as the manipulation targeted 
high–low contrasts between symbolic and instrumental attributes, all of which were significant and in the expected 
direction, with no reversals observed. 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the manipulation checks

CareMe HealthConnected SymptomGuard SleepWell
Symbolic attributes high low high low
Instrumental attributes high high low low

M SD M SD M SD M SD
Symbolic attributes 4.86 0.91 4.71 0.93 4.78 0.94 4.52 0.91
Instrumental attributes 4.83 0.88 4.72 0.93 3.98 1.10 3.60 1.13

Note: N = 551. “High” and “low” indicate the conditions of manipulation. “CareMe,“ “HealthConnected,” “SymptomGuard,” and “SleepWell” are fictitious names of 
start-ups.

Table 3. Manipulation check: Paired t-tests

Comparisons t df p d
Symbolic attributes: High (CareMe) vs. Low (HealthConnected) 4.20 550 <0.001** 0.18
Instrumental attributes: High (CareMe) vs. High (HealthConnected) 3.33 550 <0.001** 0.14
Symbolic attributes: High (CareMe) vs. High (SymptomGuard) 2.17 550 0.031 0.09
Instrumental attributes: High (CareMe) vs. Low (SymptomGuard) 19.80 550 <0.001** 0.84
Symbolic attributes: High (CareMe) vs. Low (SleepWell) 13.02 550 <0.001** 0.55
Instrumental attributes: High (CareMe) vs. Low (SleepWell) 25.40 550 <0.001** 1.08
Symbolic attributes: Low (HealthConnected) vs. High (SymptomGuard) -1.51 550 0.065 -0.06
Instrumental attributes: High (HealthConnected) vs. Low (SymptomGuard) 15.87 550 <0.001** 0.68
Symbolic attributes: Low (HealthConnected) vs. Low (SleepWell) 5.57 550 <0.001** 0.24
Instrumental attributes: High (HealthConnected) vs. Low (SleepWell) 23.70 550 <0.001** 1.01
Symbolic attributes: High (SymptomGuard) vs. Low (SleepWell) 6.58 550 <0.001** 0.28
Instrumental attributes: Low (SymptomGuard) vs. Low (SleepWell) 9.34 550 <0.001** 0.40

Note: N = 551. Paired t-tests compare conditions that differ in symbolic or instrumental attribute levels (e.g., high vs. low). Cohen’s d refers to paired-samples effect sizes.  
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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RESULTS 

All analyses were conducted using R (version 4.5.2).6 Hypotheses 1 and 2 were tested using hierarchical linear modeling 
(HLM). At Level 1, symbolic and instrumental start-up attributes were entered as fixed effects, varying within participants 
across scenarios. Random intercepts as well as random slopes for symbolic and instrumental attributes were specified at 
the participant level. At Level 2, PCO and interest in the health-technology sector were included as between-person factors, 
with interest in the health-technology sector serving as a covariate. Continuous predictors were grand-mean centered and 
standardized prior to analysis, whereas within-person binary predictors were effect-coded (-0.5/+0.5) and not standardized. 
The use of HLM was appropriate given the nested structure of repeated scenario evaluations within participants (Raudenbush 
& Bryk, 2002). Hypothesis 1 was tested using a planned contrast comparing the fixed effects of symbolic and instrumental 
attributes on employer attractiveness. Hypothesis 2 was examined by estimating cross-level interactions between PCO and 
both symbolic and instrumental attributes. Hypothesis 3 was tested using a linear mixed-effects model predicting intention 
to seek further information from employer attractiveness, with random intercepts and random slopes for attractiveness 
specified at the participant level. Table 4 reports means and standard deviations of employer attractiveness for symbolic 
versus instrumental attribute conditions, and Table 5 presents the results of the HLM analyses.

Table 4. Descriptive statistics for employer attractiveness for symbolic vs. instrumental attributes (1102 observations)

Predictors Employer attractiveness
High Low

M SD M SD
Symbolic attributes 3.75 1.02 3.47 1.13
Instrumental attributes 3.99 0.96 3.23 1.07

The planned contrast revealed a significantly stronger effect of instrumental than symbolic attributes on employer 
attractiveness, Δβ = 0.48, t = 10.65, p < 0.001. Because both predictors were effect-coded and not standardized, this contrast 
reflects a direct comparison of the two manipulation effects. Thus, Hypothesis 1, which stated that symbolic attributes 
would contribute more to the attractiveness of start-ups than instrumental attributes, was not confirmed. Moreover, the 
cross-level interaction between the fixed Level 1 factor “symbolic attributes” and random Level 2 factor “PCO” was also 
not significant, p = 0.514, disconfirming Hypothesis 2. 

In addition, the results of the mixed-effects model for H3 revealed a  significant positive association between 
employer attractiveness and the intention to seek further information, β = 0.88, t = 43.76, p < 0.001. Thus, Hypothesis 3 
was supported. 

Table 5. Hierarchical linear modeling results, with the dependent variable being employer attractiveness

Predictors β 95% CI SE t p
Fixed effects

(Intercept) 3.61 3.55 – 3.67 0.03 123.47 <0.001**
Symbolic attributes 0.28 0.22 – 0.34 0.03 9.45 <0.001**
Instrumental attributes 0.76 0.69 – 0.83 0.04 21.08 <0.001**
PCO 0.14 0.08 – 0.20 0.03 4.56 <0.001**
Interest for health-tech 0.32 0.26 – 0.38 0.03 10.56 <0.001**
Symbolic attributes × PCO -0.02 -0.05 – 0.09 0.03 -0.65 0.514
Instrumental attributes × PCO 0.02 -0.05 – 0.09 0.04 0.54 0.591
Random effects
σ2 0.35
τ00 id 0.38
τ11 id.symb 0.14

6   The R packages used were: lme4 (Bates et al., 2015), lmerTest (Kuznetsova et al., 2017), parameters (Lüdecke et al., 2020), effectsize (Ben-Shachar et al., 2020), dplyr (Wickham, François, 
et al., 2014), tidyr (Wickham, Vaughan, et al., 2014), psych (Revelle, 2007), car (Fox et al., 2001), sjPlot (Lüdecke, 2013), performance (Lüdecke et al., 2019).
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Predictors β 95% CI SE t p
τ11 id.instr 0.37
ρ01 id.symb -0.18
ρ01 id.instr -0.15
ICC 0.59
N id 551

Note: Observations = 2204. Marginal R² = 0.265; conditional R² = 0.699. PCO = protean career orientation; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Exploratory results

In addition to the preregistered tests, an exploratory analysis was conducted in which PCO was included in the hierarchical 
linear model as a Level-2 (between-participants) predictor. This analysis revealed a significant main effect of PCO on 
perceived employer attractiveness of start-ups, β = 0.14, t = 4.56, p < 0.001.

Another exploratory analysis examined whether symbolic attributes explain incremental variance in start-ups’ 
employer attractiveness beyond instrumental attributes, as has been shown in prior research on more traditional 
organizational contexts (e.g., Lievens et al., 2007; Rai, 2019). To this end, two nested linear mixed-effects models were 
estimated and compared using likelihood-ratio tests. The baseline model included instrumental attributes and interest in 
the health-technology sector as fixed effects, along with random intercepts and random slopes for instrumental attributes 
at the participant level. The extended model additionally included symbolic attributes as fixed effects and allowed their 
slopes to vary across participants. Both models were estimated using maximum likelihood to enable model comparison. 

The model comparison indicated that adding symbolic attributes significantly improved model fit, χ²(4) = 122.92, 
p < 0.001. In addition, the inclusion of symbolic attributes increased the proportion of variance explained by the fixed 
effects, as reflected in an increase in marginal R² from 0.23 to 0.25 (ΔR² = 0.02). Together, these results suggest that 
symbolic attributes provide incremental explanatory value for employer attractiveness over and above instrumental 
attributes. Estimates of conditional R² should be treated with caution due to indications of singularity in the random-
effects structure of the baseline model; therefore, interpretation should focus on marginal R², which reflects variance 
explained by the fixed effects.

DISCUSSION

In this study, we investigated whether symbolic attributes exert a stronger influence on start-ups’ employer attractiveness 
than instrumental attributes. Furthermore, we examined whether this affects individuals with high levels of PCO and, in 
the context of start-ups, sought to replicate findings on the link between employer attractiveness and job search behaviors. 
Our findings suggest that symbolic attributes did not have the anticipated stronger impact on employer attractiveness than 
instrumental attributes. Instead, instrumental attributes emerged as the primary predictor of employer attractiveness, 
even in the context of new ventures. Additionally, exploratory analysis revealed that PCO significantly predicts employer 
attractiveness for new businesses. However, PCO did not moderate the relationship between symbolic attributes and 
employer attractiveness. Furthermore, this study confirmed a positive relationship between attractiveness and job search 
behavior in the context of start-ups. Lastly, exploratory analyses revealed that, consistent with previous findings (e.g., 
Lievens et al., 2007), symbolic attributes explained incremental variance in start-up employer attractiveness beyond 
instrumental attributes. 

This study aimed to examine whether symbolic attributes outperform instrumental attributes in employers’ 
attractiveness strategies for new ventures. The results indicate that both symbolic and instrumental attributes significantly 
influenced employer attractiveness; however, symbolic attributes did not outperform instrumental attributes. In addition, 
the exploratory analyses revealed that symbolic attributes contributed incremental explanatory variance in start-up 
employer attractiveness. This finding is consistent with prior research conducted in more traditional employment sectors 
(Lievens et al., 2007; Slaughter et al., 2004). One possible explanation for these findings is that potential applicants may 
perceive start-ups as risky employers (Shepherd et al., 2021). As a result, they may be unwilling to consider employment 
with start-ups unless fundamental instrumental attributes are adequately provided, even though entrepreneurs often rely 
heavily on symbolic attributes to promote organizational identity. 
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This study also examined the role of protean career orientation in employer attractiveness. Conceptualizing PCO 
as an individual factor aligned with the identity of new ventures, we hypothesized that higher levels of PCO would 
strengthen the relationship between symbolic attributes and employer attractiveness. The results showed that PCO was 
a significant predictor of the attractiveness of new ventures as employers, but no interaction between PCO and symbolic 
attributes was observed.

So far, research about new venture attractiveness has predominantly focused on organizational characteristics 
(Moser et al., 2021; Tumasjan et al., 2011; Williamson et al., 2002), while individual-level research has largely emphasized 
personality traits rather than career-related attitudes (Roach & Sauermann, 2015; Schreurs et al., 2009). In this regard, the 
present study represents one of the first instances demonstrating the impact of career orientation on the attractiveness 
of new businesses as employers. Although career orientations are well established as important predictors of job choice 
(Hirschi & Koen, 2021), their integration into employer attractiveness research and established frameworks such as the 
instrumental-symbolic model remains limited. An exception is the work of Hoppe et al. (2022), who examined career 
ambition as a  career-related attitude and argued for a preference for symbolic attributes, although this effect was not 
empirically supported. The present study similarly did not find the expected interaction effect, which may partly be due to 
difficulties in clearly distinguishing between instrumental and symbolic attributes. Interestingly, the findings also indicate 
that individuals high in PCO are generally more attracted to new ventures, independent of specific employer attributes. 
These findings suggest that start-ups are associated with opportunities for self-directed career management and can still 
attract individuals low in PCO when instrumental and symbolic attributes are clearly conveyed.

To replicate past findings of a positive relationship between employer attractiveness and job search behavior (Chapman 
et al., 2005; Santiago, 2019; Slaughter et al., 2004), we suggested that higher employer attractiveness would also lead to 
greater interest in gathering further information about the employer. The results of this study confirmed this connection. 
This highlights that employer branding can indeed be viewed as a valuable strategy, not only for attracting employees 
but also for increasing the likelihood that candidates actively seek employment at a start-up. By offering insights into 
the job and promoting employer attractiveness attributes, a start-up can become more familiar to job seekers, thereby 
clarifying the image of what it’s like to work there (Hoppe et al., 2022; Lievens & Slaughter, 2016; Moser et al., 2021). This 
is particularly crucial for entrepreneurs, as prospective candidates may harbor doubts about working in a new venture due 
to its novelty and low recognition (Williamson et al., 2002).

Overall, our research provides insights into the influences of instrumental and symbolic employer attributes, as 
well as PCO, on the attractiveness of start-ups, thereby expanding the instrumental-symbolic framework introduced by 
Lievens et al. (2003) to the start-up context. Our results indicate that, consistent with previous research, both instrumental 
and symbolic attributes influence the attractiveness of start-ups as employers, with symbolic attributes accounting for 
incremental variance. We can therefore conclude that this framework seems to apply to a large variety of job contexts, 
including start-ups. Moreover, regarding the role of career orientations, PCO emerged as a significant predictor of the 
attractiveness of start-ups as employers. Although the interaction effect of symbolic attributes on the attractiveness of start-
ups was not significant, we are among the first to connect career orientations to the instrumental-symbolic framework 
within the context of start-ups. 

Limitations and future research

As with any study, this research is accompanied by certain limitations. First, our study is limited by the use of the 
“Prolific” platform, which compensated participants for their participation. We encountered a significant dropout rate, as 
a substantial number of participants did not appear to have visited the websites that were integral to the study. This suggests 
that participants’ overall effort may have been low. Therefore, we decided to include only participants we were certain had 
visited the websites and spent sufficient time on them. Second, this study relied on fictitious websites for start-ups in the 
health-tech sector; however, this approach was necessary to test the theoretical arguments experimentally. Moreover, 
restricting the study to a single sector allowed for greater control over sector-specific interests, which might otherwise 
have differed and influenced outcomes across sectors.Third, only four representative attractiveness attributes were used to 
operationalize the instrumental and symbolic characteristics of start-ups as employers, limiting the generalizability of the 
framework to these specific attributes. Furthermore, some degree of cross-loading between attribute categories may have 
occurred, as high levels of funding, operationalized in this study as job security, may also imply greater meaningfulness. 
Nevertheless, the manipulation checks indicated clearly distinct perceptions of the start-ups’ attributes. At the same time, 
the study reflects a high degree of realism, as start-up websites are typically ambiguous, yet represent one of the most 
common tools for presenting organizations as employers. 
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This study suggests at least two avenues for future research. First, start-ups typically compete with established companies 
for employees, necessitating a distinct employer branding strategy (Moser et al., 2021; Navis & Glynn, 2011). While the 
present study focused on the employer attractiveness of start-ups, future research should directly compare start-ups and 
established companies with regard to specific attractiveness attributes. Second, although PCO had a main effect on the 
attractiveness of start-ups as employers, the specific mechanisms linking career orientations to employer-attractiveness 
attributes remain unclear. Future research could, for example, examine which characteristics of start-ups function as salient 
signals or trigger points for individuals high in PCO, thereby increasing their attraction to such organizations.

Practical implications 

This study presents evidence that instrumental and symbolic attributes enhance employer attractiveness in start-ups. 
When developing their employer branding strategies, entrepreneurs should recognize the importance of providing 
fundamental instrumental attributes alongside the more abstract, intangible symbolic values that may be easier to 
communicate to potential employees. Additionally, they should consider the characteristics of a  new business’s work 
culture as advantageous for individuals who prioritize autonomy in their career decisions and value intrinsic factors when 
selecting jobs. Such individuals can be particularly valuable assets to start-ups, as they can derive meaning from their 
work (Hall et al., 2018), which can facilitate the growth and development of the organizational culture within the new 
business. In line with this, it is advisable to seek out employees with a high PCO for start-ups.

CONCLUSION

This study contributes to the discourse on designing a distinctive employer branding strategy tailored for start-ups to 
attract crucial initial employees. Despite start-ups’ potential to attract employees through appealing symbolic attributes, 
this study underscores the importance of selecting both instrumental and symbolic attributes as a foundation for attraction. 
Furthermore, the study reveals that career orientations, particularly PCO, significantly influence the job search behavior 
of potential future employees in new businesses, with individuals with high PCO levels showing greater attraction to start-
ups as employers. From a practical standpoint, the study offers valuable insights for entrepreneurs seeking to develop the 
initial steps of an effective recruitment strategy. 
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