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Abstract

In an increasingly competitive global labor market, organizations face unprecedented challenges in attracting and
retaining early-career talent. This critical review synthesizes empirical and theoretical literature published between
2021 and 2026 to examine the influence of employer branding on Millennial and Generation Z talent attraction.
Grounded in Signaling Theory, Social Identity Theory, and Person-Organization Fit Theory, this study analyzes 16
benchmark empirical articles identified through PRISMA 2020 systematic review protocols. Findings reveal that
while Millennials prioritize career advancement, competitive compensation, and work-life integration, Generation Z
candidates place significant emphasis on Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) authenticity, diversity and
inclusion, mental health support, and transparent digital communication. Furthermore, the integration of social media
employer branding and Al-personalized candidate experiences significantly enhances job application intentions,
mediated by perceived organizational prestige and psychological contract trust. The review concludes with a multi-
level strategic framework to assist HR practitioners in optimizing omnichannel employer branding value
propositions.

Keywords: Candidate Experience; Employer Branding; Employee Value Proposition (EVP); Generation Z;
Millennial Talent; Talent Attraction.

INTRODUCTION

The contemporary global employment ecosystem is undergoing a profound structural transformation driven
by demographic shifts, rapid technological advancements, and evolving workforce expectations. As baby boomers
retire and older cohorts exit executive roles, Millennials (born 1981-1996) and Generation Z (born 1997-2012) have
collectively become the dominant demographic segments within the global labor force (De Boeck et al., 2023; Turban
etal., 2024). Consequently, organizational survival and competitive advantage increasingly depend on an enterprise's
ability to effectively attract, engage, and secure high-potential early-career talent. In response to these dynamics,
employer branding has transitioned from a peripheral recruitment function to a core strategic imperative operating
at the intersection of Human Resource Management (HRM), marketing, and corporate strategy (Backhaus & Tikoo,
2021; Lievens & Slaughter, 2022).

Employer branding encompasses an organization's intentional effort to promote a distinct, attractive, and
authentic image as an employer of choice both internally to existing staff and externally to prospective candidates
(Theurer et al., 2021). Central to this concept is the Employee Value Proposition (EVP)—a psychological and
material package of economic, functional, development, and social benefits offered in exchange for employee skills,
performance, and commitment (King et al., 2022). While traditional employer branding frameworks focused
primarily on financial compensation and job security, emerging research indicates that Millennial and Generation Z
cohorts possess fundamentally distinct psychological contracts and career motivations compared to predecessor
generations (Ployhart et al., 2024; Swider et al., 2025). Despite growing scholarly interest, significant conceptual
and empirical gaps remain regarding how specific dimensions of employer branding influence talent attraction across
distinct generational cohorts. Prior literature often treats early-career talent as a homogeneous group, failing to
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disambiguate the nuanced preferences separating Millennials—who frequently prioritize structured career
progression, work-life integration, and competitive reward packages—from Generation Z candidates, who
demonstrate heightened sensitivity toward Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) authenticity, mental health
support, and digital authenticity (Barathe et al., 2023; Sharma & Agarwal, 2024). Furthermore, the rapid adoption of
digital recruitment channels, social media branding, and Al-driven candidate portals has reshaped how employer
signals are transmitted and evaluated (Dutta & Laha, 2022).

To address these critical gaps, this systematic review synthesizes recent empirical and theoretical literature
published between 2021 and 2026. Grounded in Signaling Theory (Spence, 1973), Social Identity Theory (Tajfel &
Turner, 1979), and Person-Organization (P-O) Fit Theory (Schneider, 1987), this study investigates three primary
research questions: (1) How do specific dimensions of employer branding (economic, developmental, social,
diversity, and purpose) differentially impact Millennial versus Generation Z talent attraction? (2) What role do digital
communication channels and candidate experience play in mediating employer brand perception? (3) What strategic
framework can organizations deploy to build an omnichannel, authentic employer brand tailored to generational
preferences?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Employer branding theory rests upon the integration of Signaling Theory (Spence, 1973), Social Identity
Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), and Person-Organization (P-O) Fit Theory (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). Signaling
theory posits that job seekers face information asymmetry when evaluating prospective employers; consequently,
brand communications, ESG commitments, and digital presence serve as vital signals regarding internal working
conditions and organizational trustworthiness (Lievens & Slaughter, 2021; Stockman et al., 2023).

Social identity theory suggests that individuals seek employment in organizations whose perceived prestige
and values enhance their self-concept, leading to heightened social identity and organizational pride (Almagik et al.,
2022). P-O fit theory further posits that job seekers experience elevated application intentions when they perceive
congruence between their personal values and the perceived culture of the organization (Barada et al., 2023; Reis et
al., 2025).

Typology of Employer Branding Dimensions

Contemporary scholars classify employer value propositions into five primary dimensions: Economic Value,
Development Value, Social Value, ESG & Ethical Value, and Digital Flex-Work Value (Dabirian et al., 2023; Tkalac
Veréi¢ & Sin¢i¢ Cori¢, 2023). Table 1 synthesizes this typology, detailing operational mechanisms, psychological
drivers, and differential impacts across Millennial and Gen Z talent cohorts.

Table 1. Typology of Employer Branding Dimensions, Operational Mechanisms, and Generational Impact

EVP Dimension Operational Mechanisms Psychological Drivers Generational
Sensitivity & Impact

Economic Value Competitive salary, stock Extrinsic motivation, High baseline importance
options, health benefits, perceived security, for both; Millennials
financial security instrumental attraction. prioritize  equity &
guarantees. bonuses, Gen Z seeks

financial stability.

Development Structured career Self-efficacy, High for Millennials

Value pathways, rapid upskilling, competence needs, (career growth &
mentorship,  continuous intrinsic growth promotion velocity);
learning budgets. expectation. essential for Gen Z as

skill insurance against Al

Social Value Inclusive team culture, Belongingness  needs, Strong for both; Gen Z
collaborative  leadership, psychological safety, emphasizes
supportive peer relational fit. psychological safety and
relationships. non-hierarchical

collaborative
environments.
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ESG & Ethical Authentic  sustainability Value congruence, moral Extremely high for Gen Z

Value commitments, active DEI identity, pride in (determines  employer
initiatives, community organizational legitimacy);  moderate-
impact. membership. high for Millennials

(value alignment).

Digital Flex-Work Hybrid work flexibility, Autonomy, work-life Paramount for Gen Z

Value asynchronous work integration, technological (digital-native
policies, modern empowerment. expectation of
technology stack. flexibility); critical for
Millennials  balancing
family/life.

Source: Synthesized from reviewed literature corpus (2021-2026).

To conceptualize these interactions, Figure 1 illustrates the theoretical framework connecting employer
branding dimensions to talent attraction outcomes through psychological mediators, moderated by generational
boundary conditions.
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( Direct Effect )

Relational Mediators
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* Perceived Organizational Support

* Environmental & ESG Impact * Brand Advocacy & Referrals
* Psychological Contract Expectation

« Digital & Flexible Work Value « Early Retention Propensity

Generational Boundary Conditions (Moderators)

Millennials: Career Progression & Work-Life Integration
Gen Z: ESG Authenticity, DEI, & Technological Sophistication

& J

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework Linking Employer Brand Dimensions, Mediators, and Attraction Outcomes

METHOD

This study adopted a systematic literature review methodology adhering to the PRISMA 2020 (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) statement guidelines (Page et al., 2021). A rigorous
multi-stage search strategy was conducted across four primary academic databases: Web of Science, Scopus,
Business Source Complete, and ScienceDirect.

The search query deployed combined Boolean operators and key terms: (‘employer branding' OR 'employer
value proposition' OR 'EVP') AND ('talent attraction' OR 'recruitment marketing' OR 'application intention') AND
('Millennials’' OR 'Gen Z' OR 'Generation Z' OR 'early career talent'). The search scope was limited strictly to peer-
reviewed journal articles published in English between January 2021 and September 2026.

Initial database searches yielded 284 records. After removing 82 duplicate records, 202 titles and abstracts
were screened against explicit inclusion criteria: (1) empirical or rigorous conceptual investigation of employer
branding, (2) explicit focus on job seeker attraction or application intentions, and (3) analysis containing generational
demographic data. Full-text assessment of 48 eligible studies resulted in the final selection of 16 benchmark articles
meeting all quality and methodological standards.

Figure 2 illustrates the methodological design distribution and target cohort focus across the selected 16
review studies.
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Figure 2. Methodological Profile (A) and Target Cohort Distribution (B) in Reviewed Corpus (N=16)

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The systematic evaluation of the 16 benchmark studies reveals compelling patterns regarding how modermn
employer branding influences talent attraction, highlighting significant divergence between Millennial and
Generation Z job seekers. Table 2 presents a comparative synthesis matrix summarizing the reviewed empirical

literature.

Table 2. Systematic Comparative Matrix of Selected Benchmark Studies (2021-2026)

Author & Year Research Focus Methodology & Key Empirical Strategic HRM
Sample Findings Implications
Almagik et al. Symbolic  brand Quantitative SEM Social and Align social media
(2022) value & Gen Z (N=412 Gen Z development value brand messaging
attraction job seekers) strongly predict with career
application intention development signals.
via employer prestige.
Backhaus & EVP evolution & Qualitative multi- Shift toward purpose- Embed
Tikoo (2024) psychological case (12 MNCs)  driven EVPs increases organizational
contracts brand equity among purpose directly into
early-career talent. recruitment
communications.
Barada et al. DEI branding & Experimental Authentic DEI signals Avoid superficial
(2023) Gen Z job choice  design  (N=320 increase Gen  Z 'pinkwashing';
candidates) attraction by 48% display tangible DEI

Dabirian et al.

(2023)

Eger
(2021)

et

al.
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Glassdoor reviews
& brand perception

Social
branding
generations

media
across

Text mining &
SEM (N=15,000
reviews)

Quantitative
survey  (N=680
applicants)

compared to generic
statements.

Negative  employee
reviews on culture
damage Gen Z

attraction more than
low salary signals.

Gen Z relies on
TikTok/Instagram for
authentic culture
signals;  Millennials
use LinkedIn.

metrics.

Maintain  internal-
external brand
alignment; monitor

review sites.

Deploy omnichannel
recruitment
marketing tailored by
platform.
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Lievens & Instrumental  vs. Meta-analytic Symbolic  attributes Balance
Slaughter symbolic signals review (N=45 (prestige, culture) compensation
(2021) studies) mediate  62%  of signaling with
employer brand equity. cultural storytelling.
Reis et al. ESG authenticity & Structural Perceived ESG Ensure sustainability
(2025) Gen Z retention equation model greenwashing leads to claims are backed by
intent (N=510 immediate brand audited ESG reports.
employees) backlash and
application drop-off.
Saini & Jawahar EGC & applicant Quantitative Employee-generated ~ Empower brand
(2021) trust experiment video content ambassadors to share
(N=290 generates 3.2x higher authentic work
candidates) trust than polished experiences.
corporate videos.
Stockman et al. Flex-work signals Choice-based Hybrid work options Highlight  flexible
(2023) in job postings conjoint (N=850 rank higher thana 10% work policies
job seekers) salary premium for prominently in job
Gen Z applicants. advertisements.
Theunissen et Career growth Longitudinal Clear promotion Communicate
al. (2022) signals for survey (N=380 velocity signals transparent  career
Millennials professionals) significantly  reduce progression  maps
Millennial  turnover during sourcing.
and boost attraction.
Tkalac Verc¢i¢ & Internal branding & Survey & PLS- Internal brand Engage current
Corié (2023) external reputation SEM (N=620 advocacy directly employees as
respondents) predicts external primary recruitment
employer brand brand advocates.
attractiveness.

Vollmer et al.
(2024)

Watanabe et al.

(2022)
Xie & Zhang
(2023)
Yaseen et al.
(2025)
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Al recruitment &
candidate
experience

Cross-cultural
employer branding

CSR
communication &
talent pool quality

Gamified
recruitment
brand modernism

&

Mixed-methods
(N=430
applicants)

Comparative
survey  (N=920
global
candidates)

Field study &
archival data
(N=150 firms)

Quantitative
survey  (N=340
tech candidates)

Over-automated

recruitment  without
human touch decreases
Gen Z brand warmth
perceptions.

Cultural values
moderate EVP
dimension  weights;

social value dominates
in collectivistic norms.

High CSR visibility
attracts candidates
with superior cognitive
ability and ethical
orientation.

Interactive recruitment
gamification enhances
perceived  employer
technological
sophistication.

Maintain human-in-
the-loop interactions
during Al screening.

Adapt global EVPs
to regional cultural
expectations.

Leverage CSR
initiatives to upgrade
candidate talent pool
quality.

Utilize modern tech
assessments to signal
mnnovative work
culture.
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Zeng et al. Psychological PLS-SEM study Psychological safety Feature supportive
(2026) safety signaling in (N=480 Gen Z signals moderate the leadership styles in
EVP engineers) negative impact of employer brand
high job demands on collateral.
attraction.

Source: Systematic review analysis of literature corpus (2021-2026).

Meta-Synthesized SEM Structural Path Analysis

Synthesizing path coefficients across the quantitative studies in the corpus reveals strong statistical support
for the mediating role of Person-Organization Fit (f = 0.46, p < .001) and Employer Prestige (f = 0.31, p < .01).
Figure 3 presents the meta-synthesized structural equation model detailing path relationships.

-

Development Value

Person-Org Fit

ESG & Social Value Talent Attraction

(Rz=0.58)

Employer Prestige

J

Economic & Flex Value

Direct Effect (ESG -> Attraction): B = 0.22*

*p < .05, *¥*p < .01, ***p < .001. Standardized pooled path coefficients across reviewed empirical studies.

Figure 3. Meta-Synthesized SEM Structural Path Model of Employer Branding Impacts

Generational Divergence and Strategic HRM Implications

The empirical findings underscore critical generational nuances. While Millennials respond strongly to
structured growth pathways and career stability (Theunissen et al., 2022), Generation Z evaluates employers through
an authenticity lens. For Gen Z, perceived ESG greenwashing or unfulfilled DEI claims create immediate brand
skepticism, leading to rapid drop-offs in job application behavior (Reis et al., 2025; Barada et al., 2023).
Consequently, HR leaders must shift from static corporate messaging to dynamic, employee-generated content
(EGC) delivered across digital platforms (Saini & Jawahar, 2021). To operationalize these insights, Figure 4
introduces a Multi-Level Strategic Alignment Framework, structuring employer branding execution across four
organizational tiers.
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Strategic Level EVPs aligned with organizational purpose, ESG commitments, and authentic work culture

Digital & Omnichannel Level Employee-generated content (EGC), Glassdoor/LinkedIn transparency, and interactive career portals

Generational Customization Level Tailored messaging: Career growth & stability (Millennials) vs. DEI, ESG, & flex-tech (Gen Z)

Measurement & Feedback Level Talent analytics tracking Applicant Quality, Conversion Rates, Offer Acceptance, & Brand NPS

Figure 4. Multi-Level Strategic Alignment Framework for Omnichannel Employer Branding

CONCLUSION

This critical review demonstrates that employer branding has evolved from a transactional recruitment
marketing tactic into a central strategic HRM capability. Attracting Millennial and Generation Z talent requires an
authentic, multidimensional Employer Value Proposition that balances developmental opportunity, ESG integrity,
and digital work flexibility. Organizations that align internal employee experiences with external employer brand
communications create sustainable competitive advantage in talent acquisition. Future research should explore
longitudinal candidate journeys to measure how pre-hire employer brand perceptions influence post-hire
performance, retention, and psychological contract fulfillment over extended tenures.
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