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Attracting knowledge workers is recognised as a critical success factor by organisations.  In order to succeed in the war 
for talent many organisations realise they need to brand themselves as employers of choice.  This research established the 
factors knowledge workers regard as important organisational attributes when seeking an employer and what 
communication channels signal these attributes to knowledge workers. 
 
This was a two-phase study involving 274 knowledge workers.  Qualitative research identified the organisational 
attributes desired and the communication channels used.  Quantitative research using Factor Analysis, Kruskal Wallis and 
Mann Whitney U tests established the underlying factors, their order of importance and the significant differences in the 
target market segmentation. 
 
The findings show 11 underlying factors, with career growth and challenging work opportunities being the most desired 
attributes.  Word of mouth and/or current employees are the most used communication channels.  Differences in the 
target market were noted by gender, age and cultural groupings.  Recommendations are offered for organisations seeking 
to become employers of choice. 
 
 
*To whom all correspondence should be addressed. 
 

 
Introduction 
 
It is often said that a company is only as good as its people 
and that talented employees are the driving force behind 
every successful company. Knowledge workers are seen as a 
source of competitive advantage in a world in which most 
processes and systems have been standardised across 
industry participants (Templer & Cawsey, 1999). Tulgan 
(2001) defines knowledge workers as any employee that 
uses knowledge to add value to a business process. Rifkin 
(2000) defines them as ‘the creators, manipulators and 
purveyors of the stream of information that makes up the 
postindustrial, postservice global economy’. A company’s 
ability to attract and retain knowledge workers is therefore a 
critical component in determining its present and future 
success.  Attracting and retaining intellectual capital – a 
cadre of highly skilled, independent, internationally 
marketable and mobile individuals – is a critical feature of 
globalisation (Paul, 2000).  To remain competitive, 
companies need to ensure that they position themselves as 
an employer of choice. Knowing what knowledge workers 
are looking for when selecting an employer, is a first step to 
ensuring that a company strives to satisfy these needs so as 
to attain the status of an employer of choice.  
 
According to a study conducted in the United States by The 
Conference Board (2001), companies are using the 
techniques of corporate brand building in order to attract and 
retain good employees. Cappelli (2001:140) describes 
today’s labour market as being a true market. He states that, 

‘The hiring process, has become nearly indistinguishable 
from the marketing process’.  
 
Employer of choice branding refers to the process of 
identifying and creating a company brand message. The 
employer branding philosophy therefore requires the 
application of marketing principles, to the company’s 
recruitment and retention strategy. Kotler (1997) refers to 
three phases in the marketing process. These are: the 
segmentation of the market, the selection of the appropriate 
market target and the development of the offers value 
positioning, to appeal to that target market; in this case, 
knowledge workers. A key part of segmentation is carrying 
out research to identify the target market’s behaviour and 
what appeals to it. It is also equally important to use the 
correct type of channels to convey the brand message.  
Robbins (1998) discusses a hierarchy of channel richness 
that has specific suitability in different circumstances.  
Knowledge workers are often in a position to choose to 
which organisations they will sell their services and are 
likely to be sensitive to particular channels of 
communicating a brand image.   
 
Literature review 
 
The talent war 
 
Frost (2001) discusses the increased difficulty in securing 
management in South Africa where the brain drain is 
aggravating the situation. A seller’s market exists for top 
performing skilled knowledge workers worldwide. As a 
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result companies are discovering that not only is it becoming 
increasingly difficult to recruit top talent, but that they are 
running the constant risk of loosing the ones they have to 
competitors. ‘Recruiting smart, capable people is the single 
most important job in corporate America today. The most 
important, that is, after keeping smart capable people out of 
the hands of other body snatchers… Businesses will live and 
die based on their ability to attract the right talent for the 
job’ (Leonard, 2000).  
 
Butler and Waldroop (1999) noted that the single most 
important thing on the minds of new MBA’s is not money, 
but whether a position will move their long-term careers in a 
chosen direction. However, companies find themselves in a 
dilemma, because as they grow and train their employees, 
they make them more marketable. Not providing skilled 
employees with opportunities to grow and advance, however 
will simply result in them leaving.  
 
Employer branding 
 
A brand name is ‘essentially a seller’s promise to 
consistently deliver a specific set of features, benefits and 
services to the buyers’ (Kotler, 1997:443).  While much has 
been written about traditional marketing approaches to 
selling the organisation’s products or services and even the 
organisation itself as a brand, little writing exists on the topic 
of employer branding.  Little in the way of empirical studies 
appears to have been done on what knowledge workers look 
for in organisations. 
 
‘Job conditions today need to be approached in much the 
same way as prospective customers: carefully identified and 
targeted, attracted to the company and its brand and then sold 
on the job’ (Cappelli, 2001:140). Branham (2000:18) sums 
up employer branding as, ‘Applying traditional marketing 
principles to achieving the status of Employer of Choice…. 
The process of placing an image of being, a great place to 
work, in the mind of the targeted candidate pool’. Employer 
branding therefore entails differentiating the company’s 
brand message so as to appeal to the current and future 
workforce, in a manner that sets it apart from competitors, 
competing for the same talent pool. As knowledge workers 
determine what they want, they’ll seek employers that offer 
that special and unique combination that suits their particular 
needs (Herman & Gioia, 2000). In competitive consumer 
markets, brand and reputation determine success or failure. 
Cappelli (2001) implies that the same is now true in labour 
markets. 
 
Kotler (1997) refers to a brand conveying up to six levels of 
meaning. These are: attributes, benefits, values, culture, 
personality and the kind of user. The stronger the brand 
message appeals to top performers, the more these 
individuals will want to work for the company. Employer 
branding is therefore a key strategy to attracting and 
retaining the best. 
 
Employer branding uses aspects of corporate identity and 
reputation specifically to achieve the multiple objectives of 
human resources management. The research conducted by 
The Conference Board (2001) showed that some companies 
used dedicated employer branding efforts to align 

employees with organisational vision and values, while 
others pursue the goal as part of a broader corporate 
branding strategy. The trend to develop a separate employer 
brand is however increasing, according to The Conference 
Board (2001) who defines the two as follows: 
 
• Employer branding encompasses the firms value 

systems, policies and behaviours, towards the objective 
of attracting, motivating and retaining the firm’s current 
and potential employees. 

 
• A corporate brand embodies company values and a 

promise of value to be delivered. It may be used to 
differentiate your company from your competitors, 
based on your strengths, your corporate culture, 
corporate style and future direction. 

 
Corporate branding is more complex than product or service 
branding.  The management of stakeholder perceptions and 
the communication of the brand message requires a longer-
term and a more holistic approach to the way in which the 
organisation communicates with stakeholders (Bernstein, 
1986). The current view of corporate branding is that the 
corporate identity is more complex in that corporate culture 
and behaviour are also part of the corporate identity mix 
(Schmidt & Ludlow, 1995).  Consumers of the 
organisational brand are different from those of the product 
brands, and employees are an integral part of the corporate 
brand-building effort (King, 1991).  Employer branding is 
therefore a new approach in order to gain an edge in the war 
for talent. 
 
An employer of choice 
 
Sullivan (1998:1) refers to an employer of choice as being, 
‘A company that because of it’s status and reputation is, 
always the first choice (or at least on the short list) of world 
class candidates’. Employers of Choice are those 
organisations that outperform their competition to attract, 
develop, and retain people with business-required talent.  
They achieve this recognition through innovative and 
compelling human resource programs that benefit both 
employees and their organisations alike (Copeland, 2000).   
 
An employer of choice is therefore an organisation which 
top talent aspires to work for as a result of its reputation and 
employer brand message, both of which are tailored to 
appeal to the target audience. Herman and Gioia (2000) 
refer to the ideal of being an employer of choice, as a means 
of shifting the objective from just getting people to apply, to 
choosing the best of the best. Employer branding 
concentrates on communicating that image to prospective 
and current employees. 
 
Criteria to attract knowledge workers 
 
Little empirical research exists on the criteria knowledge 
workers regard as important in their selection of an 
organisation as an employer of choice. 
 
Lopus and Murray (2001) state what employees regard as 
the best practices of organisations as:  a high degree of 
employee involvement; performance management based on 
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the principle of merit; a potential for growth in professional 
competence; a potential for job advancement with the 
associated rewards; and a management that acts with 
integrity and caring. 
 
Herman & Giola (2000) identify eight factors that 
knowledge workers look at in evaluating an organisation as 
an employer of choice.  These are, in no specific order of 
importance: company reputation; company culture; 
enlightened leadership; treatment of people; opportunity for 
career growth and opportunity; meaningful work; and 
compensation and benefits. 
 
Further criteria suggested by Branham (2000) for 
organisations wanting to select high-performing employees 
are: the offer of opportunities for rapid advancement; a high 
risk-reward profile; and an exciting challenge and improved 
lifestyle benefits.  Simons (2000) identifies issues such as a 
motivational work environment, a compatible work culture, 
and an  appropriate work/life balance as being more 
important than money for talented workers. 
 
The literature overwhelmingly suggests that a key 
characteristic of an employer of choice is that it provides 
personal and career growth opportunities. Tulgan (2001) 
notes that his research shows that people are preoccupied 
with growth opportunities. Herman and Gioia (2000) defines 
a key characteristic of an employer of choice to be an 
organisation which provides plenty of opportunities for 
people to learn, grow and reach their full potential. A 1999 
study by the Roffey Park Management Institute noted that 
the main reason for staying in a job was challenge, which 
won out over money (Johnson, 2000). ‘Employees don’t 
come to work just to do a job. They expect development and 
an organisation that will pay them to hone their skills’ 
(Johnson, 2000).  
 
Herman and Gioia (2000) regard a good internal 
communication system as being a common characteristic of 
employers of choice. Employer branding needs to 
communicate its strategy both inside and outside the 
company. The internal audience will form their impressions 
predominantly from internal conditions and the external 
audience from communication and word of mouth. The 
internal audience therefore has the potential to become 
brand ambassadors (Ludlow, 1999).  Effective 
communication is regarded as critical but how this is to be 
achieved is not specified in the literature. 
 
Many of the criteria listed are anecdotal.  Surveys that have 
been conducted draw their results from potential employees 
who are not necessarily knowledge workers.  Other writings 
discuss criteria but not in the context of attracting employees 
to organisations but rather as general criteria around 
attraction and retention of knowledge workers.  It is 
apparent that more work needs to be done to gather 
empirical data on this topic to validate the criteria that have 
been outlined in the writings. 
 

The marketing process 
 
Kotler (1997) identifies the strategic marketing process as 
comprising of the following three phases:  
 
• Market segmentation 
• Market targeting 
• Market positioning. 
 
A market segment consists of a large identifiable group 
within a market (Kotler, 1997). Segment marketing allows 
the company to fine-tune its message, so as to appeal to the 
particular segment in the market. This is in contrast to mass 
marketing, which results in a general marketing message, 
which tries to appeal to the entire market. The market 
segmentation procedure comprises a survey, analysis and a 
profiling stage. This enables the researcher to differentiate 
the segments by means of characteristics, which appeal to 
the different segments.  Kotler (1997) lists the following 
bases for segmentation: Geographic, demographic, 
psychographic and behavioural. Robbins (1998) mentions 
the role cultural values and lifestyle preferences play in 
influencing one’s perceptions of the work environment.  
With regard to South African knowledge workers it was felt 
that the variables of age, gender and cultural grouping may 
provide the basis for a market segmentation. 
 
Once the organisation has identified the market segments, it 
needs to determine which of the segments it wants to and 
can effectively target. Kotler (1997) recommends that an 
organisation should only enter market segments in which it 
can offer superior value. 
 
Market positioning involves identifying possible positioning 
strategies for the target segments, the company wants to 
enter into.  Once the company has developed a positioning 
strategy, it must communicate the chosen positioning 
concept via selected communication channels. 
Communication plays a critical role in branding efforts and 
in enhancing the organisation’s reputation (Bickerton, 
2000). Cornelissen (2000) advances a model of message 
sources for corporate communication.  These are: 
 
• corporate communication – symbolism, communication 

and behaviour; 
• other communication – media; 
• interpersonal – word of mouth about brand or 

organisation; and 
• intrapersonal – previous experiences and memories. 
 
This study looks to assist companies to tailor their 
employer-branding message to the labour market segment of 
knowledge workers.  
 
Conclusion 
 
In the information age, talent is critical to value creation and 
great talent has a much bigger impact than even average 
talent (Harvard Business Update, 2001). The challenge 
therefore for the present and the future is how to attract this 
talent. The first step is understanding what this talent values 
and whether different demographic groups, that make up 
this talent pool, value different company attributes. Hannek 
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Frese of Zurich Financial Services notes that, ‘If we want to 
attract young talent, we need to fully understand their 
values…. With everyone going for a similar profile, the 
winners will be those who are able to differentiate 
themselves’ (Johnson, 2000:153). Branham (2000:18) 
suggests that companies need to ‘apply traditional marketing 
principles to achieve the status of Employer of Choice’.  No 
empirical evidence of the criteria used by knowledge 
workers in selecting employers of choice was found in the 
literature. 
 
Research questions 
 
Three research questions informed these studies: 
Research question 1 
What communication channels are used by knowledge 
workers to identify employers of choice? 
Research question 2 
What are the underlying attributes that knowledge workers 
use to identify employers of choice? 
Research question 3 
Are there significant differences in the organisational 
attributes desired by knowledge workers of different age, 
gender and cultural groupings?  Thus can the target market 
be segmented? 
 
Methodology 
 
The literature review revealed a dearth of empirical evidence 
of the criteria used by knowledge workers to evaluate 
employers of choice.  This was a two-phase exploratory 
study; firstly to identify the criteria used and how these 
criteria are detected. Secondly to quantify the perceived 
attributes of employers of choice in order to rank order them 
as well as to discover the underlying structure of the criteria. 
 
Population and sample 
 
In both studies the population were students doing either 
postgraduate business management diplomas or Masters 
degrees at a university business school.  They were thought 
to represent knowledge workers as they represent 
achievement orientated degreed individuals.  Despres and 
Hiltrop (1995) identify knowledge workers as having loyalty 
to their professions and peers, as opposed to any 
organisation, and advancing their careers though external 
study instead of internal organisational training and 
development programmes.  The samples were convenience 
samples (Nel, Radel & Loubser 1990).  This is a useful 
method to determine ideas and insights during exploratory 
research but does not claim to statistically represent the 
entire population. In the first phase there were 135 
respondents and in the second 139 respondents. A total 
sample of 274.  In both studies the bulk of the respondents 
(76%) fell into the 26 to 35-age category. 
 
Phase 1 
 
This was qualitative research aimed at identifying the 
criteria used to identify employers of choice as well as the 
communication channels used to identify the attributes of 
potential employers.  The questionnaire consisted of open-
ended questions asking what attributes are displayed by the 

company they would most like to join and how they know 
that company has those attributes.  Open-ended questions 
are used when the researcher does not have a clear idea of 
the respondents’ frame of reference particularly in 
exploratory research (Cooper & Emory, 1995).  The 
respondents gave 411 statements identifying desirable 
employers. These were content analysed into 29 attributes. 
Fifteen of those attributes accounted for 80% of the total.  
The 6 communication channels identified are discussed 
below. 
 
Phase 2 
 
The questionnaire used to gather the quantitative data 
consisted of a list of thirty-three attributes. The 135 
respondents rated the importance that each attribute plays in 
their selection of their ideal employer on a five point Likert 
scale. The 29 attributes formulated in Phase 1 were extended 
to include the following: 
 
• benefits was split into pay, fringe benefits and profit 

sharing / share options. 
• ability to dress casually and know existing staff, were 

added. 
 
The questionnaire was pre-tested and certain attributes were 
then re-worded to improve clarity. The attributes were 
presented alphabetically.  
 
Data analysis 
 
The ordinal data for the four age and race categories, was 
subjected to the Kruskal-Wallis statistical test and the data 
for the two gender category was subjected to the Mann-
Whitney U test. The tests were run with a significance level 
of 0,05. This was in order to determine which attributes, 
were rated significantly differently, by each group within the 
age, race and gender demographic categories in order to 
identify variables for a market segmentation.  A 
Correspondence Analysis was carried out to convert the 
ordinal data into interval data via rescaling the Euclidean 
distance between the scale points calculated from the co-
ordinates on the two principal axes of the correspondence 
analysis (Bendixen & Sandler, 1995) to enable a Factor 
Analysis to be performed.  The following table represents 
the conversion of the Likert scale to the rescaled data: 
 
 
Table 1:  Conversion of Likert scale rating 
 
Likert Verbal scale rescaled 

1 Not at all important 1 

2 Somewhat important 2,64 

3 Moderately important 3,25 

4 Very important 3,95 

5 Highly important 5,00 

 
 
A Principle Component Factor Analysis using orthogonal 
rotation was carried out on the rescaled data to determine 
the underlying structure of the attributes of employers of 
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choice to a more manageable set of variables (Cooper & 
Emory, 1995). Eleven factors all having an eigenvalue 
greater than 1 emerged.  The 11 factor solution accounted 
for 65.5% of the variance in the data. All factor loadings 
greater than 0.5 were included in the relevant factor.   
 
Research findings 
 
Communication channels 
 
The respondents gave 250 open-ended responses in Phase 1 
of the study on the channels they perceived as having 
conveyed the organisational attributes of employers of 
choice. The answers were content analysed into the six 
channels listed in Table 2.   
 
 
Table 2: Ranked list of communication channels 
 
Rank Channel Mentions 

1 CURRENT EMPLOYEES 54 

2 WORD OF MOUTH 52 

3 MEDIA 42 

4 FIRST-HAND EXPERIENCE e.g. as 
customer or supplier 

41 

5 BRANDING 14 

6 INTERNET 11 

 
 
A critical part of the employer brand communication 
strategy must therefore be directed at present employees. 
Kennedy (1977) mentions that current employees will 
strongly influence the word of mouth reputation of an 
employer of choice.  King (1991) and Charland (2000) both 
state that organisations that do not brand themselves 
internally as employers of choice are unlikely to succeed in 
branding themselves as such with the external labour 
market.  Word of mouth channels are equally important.  
Cable, Aiman-Smith, Mulvey and Edwards (2000) suggest 
that information about organisations gathered by word of 
mouth has a strong influence on consumer’s product 
judgement where extensive information is difficult to obtain. 
 
Attributes of employers of choice 
 
To reduce the 33 attributes into a smaller number of factors 
that determine employers of choice a factor analysis was 
performed.  It revealed 11 underlying factors.  Table 3 gives 
the rank ordered factors based on the factor means (5 
representing highly important, 1 of no importance). 
 
The research conducted confirms that knowledge workers 
rate career growth opportunities and a challenging work 
environment, as the most important attribute of an employer 
of choice. This confirms Herman and Gioia’s (2000) 
findings that growth, meaningful work, involvement and the 
opportunity to make a difference, are more important today 
than money, to most knowledge workers. This study further 
confirms a Roffey Park (an UK management institute) study 
conducted in 1999, which found that the main reason for 

staying with a company was challenge, not money (Johnson, 
2000).  
 
 
Table 3: Employers of choice factors ranked in order of 
importance, over all demographic categories 
 
Ranking Factor Mean 
1 Corporate culture of career growth and 

challenging work 
 

4,46 
2 Personal training and development 

opportunities 
 

4,32 
3 Pay, including it being linked to performance, 

profit sharing 
 

4,23 
4 Global, innovative company based on good 

products 
 

3,96 
5 Large organisation offering job rotation and 

diversity 
 

3,86 
6 Successful company based on strong products 3,84 
7 Challenging work, in a non hierarchical 

company (excluding job security and/or large 
organisation) 

 
 

3,80 
8 Like the work and the industry 3,78 
9 Value based organisation valuing employees, 

cultural diversity, social responsibility, access 
to resources 

 
 

3,77 
10  Benefits such as  fringe benefits, status and 

work experience 
 

3,64 
11 Comfort in knowing existing staff, small 

organisation, casual dress, comfortable 
working environment 

 
 

2,70 
 
 
Training and development were rated as being the second 
most important attribute. This confirms the literature 
available, which suggests that a key characteristic of an 
employer of choice is that it provides personal career growth 
opportunities.  This also confirms a statement by Johnson 
(2000) that in today’s world, reward is increasingly based 
not just on money, but on a balanced lifestyle, with a 
priority based on challenge and personal development. 
Further the data highlights that the key question for top 
performing knowledge workers is not whether personal 
development is more important than their career, but 
whether these can be achieved in tandem (Johnson, 2000).  
There is no doubt that South African knowledge workers, 
like their overseas counterparts, seek to broaden and shape 
their skills in order to make them even more marketable and 
employable. They understand that the only source of a 
persons career security is their own ability, in this high tech, 
high speed, knowledge based, superfluid economy (Tulgan, 
2001). 
 
A link between good pay and performance was rated as the 
third most important factor. Tulgan (2001:82) advocates that 
‘pay for performance contracts will be the natural 
culmination of the free market for talent and therefore, the 
norm of employment in the new economy’. Branham 
(2000:8) notes that, ‘When it comes to pay most talented 
people seem to want something more – something most 
companies don’t give – the assurance that the better they 
perform, the more they can earn….’ 
 
The first three factors relate strongly with the findings of 
Kinnear and Sutherland (2000) on determinants of 
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organisational commitment among knowledge workers.  
Hence these factors are shown to be important in both 
attraction and retention in the war for talent.  The fourth and 
sixth factors relate to corporate image and thus show the 
importance of the overlap between corporate and employer 
branding as discussed by The Conference Board (2001). 
 
Comfort in knowing existing staff, small organizations and 
the ability to dress casually and a comfortable work 
environment were rated the least important attribute in the 
factor analysis. A large gap exists between the means of 
these bottom attributes and the rest, demonstrating their 
insignificance. This confirms a survey reported by Colvin 
(2000). 
 
Market segmentation 
 
The original 33 variables were subjected to inferential 
testing to discover if there were significant differences in the 
various segments in the target market. The tests were carried 
out on all 33 variables in order to detect differences that 
might be hidden in the factor analysis process. 
 
Age 
 
The top 5 attributes per age category are shown below. 
 
Table 4: The top five attributes for the four age 
categories 
 
Rank Less than 26 years of 

age (n=10) 
26 to 30 years of age (n=61) 

1 Career growth 
opportunities 

Career growth opportunities 

2 Challenging work 
environment 

Challenging work environment 

3 Pay / Performance 
link 

Like the work 

4 Personal development Personal development 
5 Pay Innovative & dynamic employer 

Rank 31 to 35 years of age 
(n=50) 

Greater than 36 years of age 
(n=17) 

1 Career growth 
opportunities 

Challenging work environment 

2 Challenging work 
environment 

Employees valued ( Interest in 
Employees) 

3 Personal development Career growth opportunities 
4 Pay / Performance 

link  
Personal development  

5 Like the work Like the work 
 
 
Table 5 shows that out of the thirty-three attributes, a series 
of Kruskal Wallis tests (at alpha = 0,05)  showed there was 
only one attribute, which the age groups felt significantly 
different about: the younger the group the more important 
they rated the importance of the employer being a global 
player. This might either be linked to the desire to get 
international exposure or a wish to emigrate.  
 
Gender 
 
The top six attributes for the two gender categories are 
shown in Table 6. Both men and women rated career growth 
opportunities and a challenging work environment as their 

top attributes. Men were more concerned about issues 
relating to pay as opposed to women respondents who 
viewed development opportunities as more important. This 
is confirmed in Table 7, which shows the results obtained by 
applying the Mann-Whitney U statistical test to the data, to 
determine the significant differences between the two 
groups. Out of thirty-three attributes there were four 
attributes about which the two gender categories felt 
significantly different.  
 
 
Table 5: The significant differences between the four age 
categories  
 
Attribute Description Mean*    

 <26 26-30 31-35 36< 

Global player 4,10 4,07 3,76 3,53 

* 5 being highly important 

 
Table 6: The top six attributes for the two gender 
categories 
 
Rank Male (n=99) Female (n=39) 

1 Career growth 
opportunities 

Career growth opportunities 

2 Challenging work 
environment 

Challenging work environment 

3 Pay / Performance link Like the work 
4 Personal development Ongoing training opportunities 
5 Like the work Personal development 
6 Pay Innovative & Dynamic 

Employer 
 
 
Table 7: The significant differences between the two 
gender categories 
 

Attribute Description Mean 

 Male Female 

Pay / Performance 4,54 4,13 

Pay 4,41 4,10 

Job diversity / job rotation 3,54 4,03 

Ongoing training opportunities 4,11 4,41 

 
 
This confirms Branham (2000) recommendations that 
companies should provide job rotations as a means to 
prepare as many women and other minorities, as possible for 
higher-level positions.  
 
Race 
 
The top five attributes across the four race categories are 
detailed in Table 8. Career growth opportunities, was once 
again ranked as the top attribute across all the race 
categories. All the top five attributes for black respondents 
relate to improving their skills. White respondents show an 
interest in improving their skills but are trying to find a 
balance between pay and enjoying their work. 
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Table 8: The top five attributes for the four categories 
 
Rank Black (n=25) White (n=89) 

1 Career growth 
opportunities 

Career growth opportunities 

2 Challenging work 
environment 

Challenging work environment 

3 Personal development Like the work 
4 Access to resources  Pay / Performance link  
5 Ongoing training 

opportunities 
Innovative & dynamic 
employer 

Rank Asian (n=18) Coloured (n=4) 
1 Career growth 

opportunities 
Career growth opportunities 

2 Pay / Performance link  Challenging work environment  
3 Personal development Employers valued (Interest in 

Employees) 
4 Challenging work 

environment 
Personal development 

5 Like the work  Gain work experience 
 
 
Table 9: The ranked significant differences between the 
four race categories 

 
Attribute 

Description 
Mean Difference 

 Black White Asian Colour. In mean 
between 

Whites & 
Blacks 

Cultural 
diversity of 
staff 

 
 

4,04 

 
 

2,84 

 
 

3,83 

 
 

4,17 

 
 

1,20 
Non- 
hierarchical 
structure 

 
 

4,00 

 
 

3,16 

 
 

3,72 

 
 

4,17 

 
 

0,84 
Access to 
resources  

 
4,56 

 
3,93 

 
4,39 

 
4,50 

 
0,63 

Physical work 
environment 

 
2,67 

 
3,29 

 
3,44 

 
3,67 

 
0,62 

Vocation 2,52 3,07 3,33 3,67 0,55 
Socially 
responsible 
company 

 
 

3,36 

 
 

2,93 

 
 

3,44 

 
 

4,17 

 
 

0,43 
Company 
reputation / 
image 

 
 

4,16 

 
 

3,73 

 
 

3,94 

 
 

4,30 

 
 

0,43 
Ongoing 
training 
opportunities 

 
 

4,52 

 
 

4,11 

 
 

4,06 

 
 

4,50 

 
 

0,41 
Personal 
development 

 
4,60 

 
4,29 

 
4,72 

 
4,83 

 
0,31 

Fringe 
benefits 

 
3,88 

 
3,58 

 
4,11 

 
4,33 

 
0,30 

 
 
Table 9 shows the results of applying the Kruskal Wallis test 
to the data. Out of the thirty-three attributes, ten attributes 
were rated significantly different between the four race 
groups.  This indicates that the most likely means of 
segmenting this target market is across demographic race 
categories, as it is across these segments that the most 
significant differences exist. This study confirms Robbin’s 
(1998:14) observation that, ‘Employees don’t set aside their 
cultural values and lifestyles preferences when they come to 
work. Managers will need to shift their philosophy from 

treating everyone alike to recognising differences and 
responding to those differences in ways that will ensure 
employer retention’.  
 
Out of the ten attributes, which proved significantly 
different between the groups, it was felt that emphasising 
the cultural diversity of the organisation, the non-
hierarchical structure and the access to resources which the 
employer provides, in the employer brand message is the 
most likely means to attract affirmative action candidates. 
 
Conclusions 
 
This report confirms that career growth opportunities and a 
challenging work environment are the most important 
attributes of an employer of choice, over all demographic 
categories. This is in accordance with the literature, which 
predominantly comes from America and Europe. South 
African knowledge workers, like their overseas counterparts 
understand the importance of continual growth, in order to 
ensure future employability. This therefore becomes the 
basic underlying message that any employer brand must 
convey. Issues relating to pay proved to be the second most 
important attribute. Johnson’s (2001:34) statement that, ‘I’ll 
work hard for you as long as you pay me the going rate, 
challenge me and keep my skills ahead of the marketplace; 
fail to do that and I am out of here’, holds true for South 
African knowledge workers.  All demographic groups rated 
a link between pay and performance to be more important 
than a straight pay package and should form a second 
critical part of a knowledge workers reward package.  
 
This research gained an understanding of what knowledge 
workers view as the most important attributes of their ideal 
employer. It is therefore hoped that the findings of this 
research, will both contribute to and stimulate discussion 
around the ‘employer branding’ and ‘employer of choice’ 
concepts. 
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