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Abstract

The Covid-19 crisis was a period of massive disruption at a global scale. Aside the obvious
effects it has had upon the health of millions of people, it has also generated tidal waves which
affected businesses in many different industries. Before the pandemic, talent attraction was a
field that was already challenged by a shortage of top skilled-workers and the high competition
between global employers to recruit top talent. The War for Talent was intensified by the
Covid-19 global pandemic: employees around the world either lost their jobs or were forced to
work under pressuring conditions. As we are coming out of these outstanding and bizarre last
years, talent attraction experts must begin to embrace that what worked to lure candidates in,
may no longer have the same desirable outcomes now. New strategies and practices must be

designed and applied to gain advantage in the war for talent.

This study gives an insight into the impact of the Covid-19 crisis upon the talent attraction field
and what implications this has had upon organizational attractiveness as perceived by talent.
The research was carried out in a global healthcare company headquartered in Denmark, where
the author has been involved in talent attraction work for a year during the Covid-19 period.
Using own insights, as well as data gathered through interviewing talent attraction experts and
talent hired during the crisis, the study seeks to present the main challenges the organization
faced during and post the pandemic. These findings emerged based on the thematic analysis

which was the chosen qualitative analysis method.

Top talent has more demands now than ever and is not afraid to communicate that to potential
employers, as well as push them to up the ante when it comes to what they can offer. They
require honesty and transparency when encountering brands and they check whether there is
symmetry between the identity of an organization and its day-to-day practices. Salaries and
pension packages are no longer enough for this new talent audience, who is now asking: what
more can you do for me as my future employer? Talent nowadays seeks work in organizations
that are purpose-driven, which provide them with opportunities for growth, and that are actively
driving change for the development of their organizational members, through new and
innovative practices. This thesis is a valuable read for any human resources scholar or talent
attraction practitioner who wishes to understand how a journey on the path to finding purpose

can be leveraged as strategical advantage in the war for talent.



The Path to Purpose: How the Covid-19
Crisis Made Us Rethink Talent Attraction

Introduction

One of the top priorities in the Human Resources department of an organization is how to
attract and retain talent. As complex a mission as this was before, the Covid-19 crisis
complicated things as operations were put on halt and many companies had to rethink their
usual processes of attracting, recruiting, hiring, and retaining employees. What followed was a
period of massive disruption: people worked from remote, home-based offices for two years,
interviews had to be done online, prospective future employees had to be somehow engaged
with to secure companies’ talent pipeline, while leaders had to come up with new personnel

practices to uphold organizational strength and drive value.

As vaccines rolled out and social distancing restrictions began to lift, organizational members
started to slowly make their comeback to the physical offices. Can there be talk of simply
coming back without taking a closer look at the impact that Covid-19 had upon not only
operations, but also on employees’ lived experiences, attitudes, drive to join and stay in an
organization? In a recent article published by McKinsey & Company, authors De Smet,
Dowling, Mugayar-Baldocchi & Schaninger (2022) explain that the competition for talent is
higher than ever. Something has changed. Individuals all over the world are either leaving their
companies to pursue other roles somewhere else or they are leaving the workforce altogether.
Why are they leaving? The cited authors’ belief is that employees are leaving because they
have been working under extreme conditions for an extended period and have been
unsuccessful at finding a proper work-life balance. For now, they are choosing life until they

decide to come back.

What do in-demand workers want? How have the rules of the game changed and what sort of
expectations does top talent have now before they say yes to a job offer from a traditional
employer? What does it take to win the war for talent? In my research paper, my aim has been

to find explanations and answers to all these questions. I gained insight into talent attraction



practices and challenges through extensive reading on the topic, but also by immersing myself
in the field for almost a year. Before carrying the reader through the literature review and what
I found to be the most salient academic research on the topic, I wish to set the stage by
presenting the context of my study. The case and the literature review will help the reader

understand the thought process that has led me to a problem formulation for the thesis.

Case: Joining a multinational healthcare organization in Denmark

In August 2021, as part of my master’s degree educational programme, I was required to do an
internship in an organization where I could put into practice academic knowledge acquired
throughout my studies, as well as gain some hands-on work experience. I got the opportunity
to join one of Denmark’s largest organizations, which is a global healthcare company whose
mission is to drive change in defeating diabetes and other chronic disease. The headquarters of
the organization are in Copenhagen, Denmark, while the total of 48.000 employees are spread
across different countries, in affiliate offices. The work of the organization consists of

researching, developing, producing, marketing, and selling medicine in 168 countries.

I began my journey as an intern in the Global Talent Attraction team, whose work is to come
up with strategies to attract top talent to the company and engage in outreach activities where
they could encounter these profiles. Prior to the Covid-19 global pandemic, the outreach
activities consisted primarily of campus visits, physical career fairs and other face-to-face
activities such as panel discussions, symposiums, company visits and more. The set-up of these
activities was simple: gather a team of current organizational members, send them to one of
these events and have them talk to students, fresh graduates, or individuals who are looking for

work, and explain to them what kind of work the organization does and how they can join it.

The Covid-19 global pandemic hit Denmark, as well, and in March 2020 organizational
members had to comply with the social distancing rules and regulations imposed by the Danish
government. The Global Talent Attraction team was not an exception and in a very short
amount of time they had to come up with a plan to somehow continue activities and secure the
organization’s talent pipelines. With very little time and resources, they had to act strategically
and find a modality to replace the very core of their operations, which is connecting and
meeting people to attract and convince them to come work for the organization. When I joined

the organization and the Global Talent Attraction team, the period of disruption and social



distancing was slowly something that the organizational members were emerging out of. Large
gatherings were, however, still not allowed in Denmark, so the outreach activities and talent
attraction operations were taking place online and people were working remotely, but some
days at the office for business-critical purposes were allowed, with a limitation on how many
people could be there. Months later, the social distancing restrictions were lifted in Denmark

and the Global Talent Attraction team could go back to running business as usually.

Literature Review

The War for Talent

In the talent attraction field, both academics and professionals will have come across the
locution “the war for talent” at least once. The term dates back to 1998 (Chambers, Foulon,
Handfield-Jones, Hankin & Michales) and is meant to illustrate the intense competition
between employers to manage talent: attracting, selecting, developing, and retaining it. The
theme of talent management became increasingly popular around the early 21% century, when
the mainstream professional management community began regarding it as an essential activity
within organizational management (Scullion, Collings & Caligiuri, 2010). In 2015, in
contemporary markets, global operations began to dominate, and talent management remained
a key priority for CEOs (Groysberg & Connolly, 2015). Global Talent Management refers to
the activities that an organization undertakes in order to attract, select, develop and retain the
very best talent from all over the world (Collings, Mellahi,& Cascio, 2019; Scullion et al.,
2010; Tarique & Schuler, 2009).

In this context, the reader is advised to think of talent, just as defined by Gallardo — Gallardo
& Thunnissen (2016): upcoming and current employees, which are top performers, and which
display abundant potential for additional career development. Predominantly, talent is defined
in terms of what rare or critical skillsets employees can offer (Barriere, Owens & Pobereskin,
2018), as well as how well they fit with the organizational brand. The latter of the two elements
is discernable by the high alignment between employees’ motivation, personal values, own
purpose, vision and behavior and the organization (Eds. Cappelli & Keller, 2017; Keller &
Meaney, 2017). Organizational performance and overall organizational success are both

positively and directly influenced by talent (Andrianova, Maor, & Schaninger, 2018; Keller &



Meaney, 2017). In addition to that, talent provides a long-lasting competitive advantage in a
global marketplace, where products and services are habitually imitated or even upgraded by

competition (Bafaro, Ellsworth, & Ghandi, 2017; Keller & Meaney, 2017).

Talent nowadays is two things: precious and scarce. According to global surveys from just a
couple of years ago, there is an all-time high talent shortage (Deloitte, 2019; Manpower Group,
2018), where over half of the global companies were unable to attract the talent they need
(Manpower Group, 2020), and less than 10% could retain talent within the organization

(Deloitte, 2019; Keller & Meaney, 2017).

I found particularly interesting a point made by Daniels et al. (2007) in a study in which they
identified that while strategically finding and getting the skilled talent is indeed beneficial in
the short run, in the long run that competitive advantage will dwindle. That, according to
Daniels et al., is because the “A” performers, the skilled and desirable talent, will eventually
be tempted to move to other, more attractive companies. Based on this, talent attraction reveals
itself as constantly in motion, with organizations on a cyclic mission of fetching new talent and

filling in the gaps when talent leaves.

It is evident that keeping the talent once attracted inside the organization, as well as harnessing
it to its full potential, has become a focal point of many organizations nowadays, as the pressure
has shifted from technology and capital, which once were the core targets in the traditional
workforce (Srinivasan, 2011). More and more the attention started to shift towards the retention
of talent and resources began increasingly pouring into the development of new strategies to
do so. Even so, the field of talent attraction is widely unexplored, with new challenges arising,
adding on to the Sisyphean task of getting to the bottom of where talent is, what it wants, how
can it be kept and leveraged for maximum results (Srinivasan, 2011). Jenson, McMullen, &
Stark (2007) also lend support to the claim that the war for talent is intensifying, as in their
view, talent is the key element that augments organizational competitive advantage. There are
many tools and strategies that organizations are either developing or coming up with to secure
their talent pipelines. Employer branding is an organizational strategy employed to attract

talent, although not directly considered a part of talent management.



Brand and Talent

One strategy that organizations greatly rely on to attract talent is employer branding.
Mandhanya and Shah (2010, pp. 43-48) define employer branding as a long and targeted
strategical pursuit which aims to regulate the awareness and perception of current or future
employees regarding an organization. Strong and effective branding is what gives visibility to
organizations, especially if the aim is to have a global presence and a wide outreach. It is the
way in which organizations present themselves to the world and to potential employees,
seeking to draw their attention and desire to apply for jobs. Looking past the basic elements
such as company logo, taglines and mascots, employer branding also includes the management
of an organization’s policies, procedures, mission and vision, all of these shaping the so-called
company culture. Employer branding tools are not merely used to lure new candidates in, but
also to keep the current employees motivated and committed, as not acting in line with what

organizations promise to stand for can risk the loss of talent (Mandhanya & Shah, 2010).

One key element that enables organizations to recruit new talent is organizational reputation.
The general perception of the reputation of an organization has great implications for the
organization’s stakeholders such as investors, clients, and potential new employees, because
reputation gives people information (Fombrun, 1996). This pushes organizations to think very
carefully about the way they present themselves as an employer to the world and apply
strategies to appear attractive. Gatewood et al. (1993) and Rynes (1991) also supported the
importance of employer branding, revealing through their extensive studies that the perceived
reputation of an organization highly influences its capability to attract top talent. Lloyd (2002)
describes employer branding as the process of constructing the image of being a fantastic place

to work and placing that imagine in the minds of potential future employees.

There is complexity at the cross between brand and talent. Human resources management
literature indicates that organizations often fall short when using brand building practices to
attract and retain talent (Banta & Watras, 2019; Eds. Cappeli & Keller, 2017; Theurer,
Tumasjan, Welpe & Lievens, 2018). Nevertheless, the brand building as a tool to attract and
retain talent is an area that is still widely unexplored (Behrends, Baur & Zierke, 2020; Moroko
& Uncles, 2016). The study is particularly frustrated by the lack of clarity regarding branding
during times of crises, which considering recent events such as, for example, the global

pandemic crisis COVID-19, would be of interest to both talent attraction scholars and



practitioners, I assume. What stands out in employer branding literature, however, is the belief
that global and universal practices cannot always be used as a one-size-fits-all solution. The
literature proposes instead a closer inspection of the current context in which employer
branding is constructed and presented, so that branding practices become adapted to meet the
needs and demands of current and upcoming talent (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2012; Vaiman,
Sparrow, Schuler & Collings, 2018). Whatever promises talent attraction makes when seeking
out new employees, through employer branding, must materialize through internal branding
efforts once the new employees are onboard and throughout their experience as part of the
organization (Adrianova et al., 2018; Erkmen et al., 2017). In turn, talent within the
organization needs to act as a support for the brand and bring it to life when it encounters
different groups of stakeholders. This can much more easily be achieved if there is symmetry
between employer branding and the actual work experience (Bafaro et al., 2017; Merrilees,

2017).

The Covid-19 Crisis and its Impact on Talent Attraction

If we look at talent attraction on an imaginary axis of time, right now companies are at a point
where the demand for talent is high, while the supply is moving downwards, which
consequently makes talent attraction a critical business priority (Bersin, 2019; Keller &
Meaney, 2017). There are studies which have proven that the lack of a sturdy talent pipeline
can impact an organization’s ability to both grow and achieve its strategic targets (Beechler &
Woodward, 2009; Pananond & Giroud, 2016; PwC, 2016). Thus, one of the greatest challenges
that organizations are facing is how to manage a workforce that is continuously becoming more
and more diversified, educated and globally mobile (Froese et al., 2020; Khilji, Tarique, &
Schuler, 2015).

The talent attraction challenge has been intensified by the COVID-19 (Corona virus, SARS-
CoV-2) pandemic. Since late 2020, this global pandemic has massively impacted both the level
of employment and the way in which people work (Kocha, Plattfaut, & Kregel, 2021). In 2020,
the International Monetary Fund (2020) foresaw the Gross Domestic Product shrinking by 3%
more than during the 2008 financial crisis. Estimates, brought forward by the International
Labor Organization (2020), showed that almost half of the global workforce is at risk of losing
their jobs from the hundreds of thousands of companies struggling with bankruptcy. Aside this,

another prevalent aspect brought by this outstanding period of social distancing has been the
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surge in the amount of employees that have had to work from home (Venkatesh, 2020;
Waizenegger, McKenna, Cai & Bendz, 2020), which has led to organizations to react to the
COVID-19 pandemic by investing in digitalized processes (Dwivedi et al., 2020; He, Zhang,
& Li, 2021; Tivari, Sharma, & Venta-Olkkonen, 2020). International mobility of talent coming
from abroad has been affected by the pandemic. Employees suddenly had new factors to take
into consideration when deciding where, when and for whom to work. Online alternatives to
the typical workday opened new avenues to a more even work-life balance and to working
remotely from anywhere. With that, new inequalities formed, bringing those who could not do
their jobs online at a disadvantage compared to employees that do not typically have to be

physically present at work to carry on with their duties.

Job attractiveness and non-financial rewards

To Admuson (2007), financial rewards are no longer the chief elements guiding talent in
choosing employers, with other elements coming into play, elements which traditionally were
not regarded as important as they had no immediate financial value to the employee. Zani et
al. (2011) found that non-tangible rewards such as recognition or praise started being used by

managers as methods to increase employees’ motivation.

Mak & Akhtar (2003) carried out a study out of which resulted that non-financial benefits give
employers the opportunities to influence their rewards structure in order to manage employee
behavior. In addition to that, a reward structure can also be used to deliver on the promises
made in the branding and attraction phases. Opportunities to learn and develop are rewarding
in terms of skills acquisition (Mak & Akhtar, 2003), whereas praise and recognition leads to
an increase in employees’ self-esteem (Chiang & Birtch, 2011). Based on Mak & Akhtar’s
research, it can be understood that certain rewards will have different motivational attributes
given by employees and that a one-size-fits-all reward package is difficult to design in an

increasingly multinational market.

The matter is complicated by the fact that different generations of workers have different
demands and needs, which consequently makes them attribute different value to non-financial
rewards. The generation known as Millennials are the workforce that dealt with the changing
nature of the traditional family setup. New ways of parenting and rises in the divorce rates led

this generation to place great value on a more even work-life balance, family, mentorship, and
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recognition (Amundson, 2007). Organizations worldwide started showing interest in
developing new strategies of attracting, motivating, and keeping Millennial talent, strategies
which ultimately would align to the needs of this generation (Thompson & Gregory, 2012). In
their studies, Thompson and Gregory (2012) found that the most significant elements that
contribute to talent attraction and retention are a good work-life balance, recognition,
relationships at work, and last but not least, doing work driven by purpose or meaning. This
was something that Amundson (2007) also noticed, writing that employees were becoming
more and more inclined to choose employers based on the alignment between their own values
and the organizations’, and rather less based on what financial benefits they could get out of it.
Moreover, the author observed that this pushed organizations and hiring managers to rethink
their strategies and make the fitting changes to gain competitive advantage in the attraction of
talent. This necessity to change according to the new needs of talent led to the development of

new rewards and employee benefits that would leverage the attraction of desirable candidates.

Summary of Literature Review and Problem Formulation

To Adrianova, Maor & Schaninger (2018) and Keller & Meaney (2017) it is evident that
organizational performance and success are both highly influenced by talent. This point if
further supported by Bafaro, Ellsworth & Ghandi (2017), who on top of that purport that talent
also provides precious competitive advantage in a global market where products and services
are continuously copied among competitors. Thus, retaining acquired talent is just as important.
Attracting top talent is only half the job as skilled workers will navigate to other companies if

better opportunities arise.

Mandhanya & Shah (2010) brought a great contribution to human resources literature thorough
their research on employer branding. To them, employer branding is a strategy that companies
use to regulate the perception of current and future employers regarding an organization. It is
more than just a tagline and a logo: it is everything a company does, which shapes the
organizational culture. Moreover, it should also not be merely a way to lure candidates in, but
instead a way to keep current employees motivated and committed. Rynes (1991), Gatewood
et al. (1993), Fombrun (1996) and Lloyd (2002), add on to employer branding literature,
discovering that organizational reputation plays a huge role in the attraction of talent. Strong
employee branding strategies are what helps build reputation and place the image of being a

fantastic workplace in the minds of potential new employees.
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An interesting viewpoint is brought forward by Khilji, Tarique & Schuler (2015) and further
supported by Froese et al. (2020), who state that one of the biggest challenges that companies
are now dealing with is how to manage a workforce that is increasingly becoming more
diversified, educated, and globally mobile than ever. This is a challenge that has been
intensified by the Covid-19 global pandemic. Many employees lost their jobs and had to seek
opportunities in other fields and other companies, started working from home, and a
digitalization of processes happened almost overnight. While remote work opened avenues of
possibilities for talent around the world to join global employers, it also increased the
competition between organizations. Talent started pushing companies to up the ante: what

makes you stand out as an employer? Why should I choose you?

Mak & Akhtar (2003) and Admuson (2007) realized, pre-pandemic, that financial rewards are
no longer the top factors that determine talent to choose one employer over another. Other non-
financial benefits have the power to tip the balance in favor of organizations, benefits such as
better relationships at work, opportunities to develop as a professional, as well as engaging in
meaningful, purpose driven work, which is a point made also by Thompson and Gregory
(2012). Admuson (2007) then, long before the tumultuous period of the Covid-19 global
pandemic, realized that organizations and hiring managers must constantly rethink their
strategies and make the fitting changes to gain competitive advantage in the attraction of talent.

This begs the question:

How has the talent attraction field been challenged by the Covid-19 crisis in regard to

organizational attractiveness as perceived by talent?

Additionally:
e How could new organizational initiatives support the achievement of talent attraction goals?

e What implications would that have on leadership?

13



Theoretical Framework

To be able to find these answers, aside the literature earlier reviewed, I will back my research with the
theoretical framework of meaningful work and purpose-driven leadership. These two theoretical
approaches were chosen by me as they can lead to valuable answers to my problem formulation and
bring me, as both a scholar and a practitioner, closer to understanding what talent wants. The theories
were chosen as a continuation to what was established in the literature review, which is that one of the
main benefits that talent seeks to get out of employers nowadays is the opportunity to engage in

meaningful and purpose-driven work.

Meaningful Work

To understand the factors that lead to experiencing one’s work as meaningful, organizational
behavior scholars put forward various theoretical contributions. Lips-Wiersma and Morris
(2009) purport that meaningful work stems from four different sources: 1) developing and
becoming self, 2) being united with others, 3) being of service to others, 4) expressing the self.
(Figure 1). Of notable importance here is the conclusion drawn by the above-mentioned
authors, which states that experiencing meaningful work is challenged by the need to be of
service to the self and the need to be of service to others, as well as by the balance between
being and doing (Lips-Wiersma & Morris, 2009; Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012). In turn,
Steger and Dik (2010) suggest that meaning in one’s work is found when employees succeed
in making sense of their experience (i.e., who they are, their place in the organization),

experience a sense of purpose (i.e., identify and pursue greater goals), and finally be of service

to the greater good either indirectly or directly. BEING

These  theoretical models  concerning
meaningful work, however, are highly focused

on the individual and his or her effort to give

voice to the self or become of service. While the N BaCOMING

value in this cannot be negated, where the | ¢ .

models fall short is including organizational E [NSPIRATION

factors which influence the individual at work. F EXPRESSING SERVICE

FULL
POTENTIAL

Figure 1: Framework of Meaningful Work (Lips-Wiersma &
Wright, 2012)

14

nAm D=0




Meaningfulness could stem from employees’ attempts to make sense of organizational-level

influences such as the culture and leadership style at work.

Organizational Culture and Meaningful Work

Organizational culture, which Schein (2010) defines as a repeating sequence of assumptions,
meanings, and values concerning daily practices in an organization, has an impact on how
employees find meaning in the work they do (Pratt et al., 2013; Pratt & Ashforth, 2003).
Cardador and Rupp (2011), inspired by the multiple needs model of organizational justice
(Cropanzano, Bryne, Bobocel, & Rupp, 2001), suggest that workers in innovative (encourages
personal initiative and fosters growth) and supportive (empowering employees, human-
centered work environment) working environments are more inclined to perceive their work as
having meaning than in other environments, as innovation and support are elements which help
fulfill the needs for control, belonging, and a purposeful existence. Furthermore, Cardador and
Rupp (2011) indicate that organizational culture could impact the feeling of work having
meaning when: 1) organizational culture aspects are aligned and acted upon across different
parts of the organization, 2) elements of an innovative and supportive work culture are

consolidated, 3) when focus is drawn on the values and integrity of the organization.

Albrecht, Bakker, Gruman, Macey and Saks (2015) suggest that human resources practices that
aim to sustain or increase employee engagement have a real impact on how employees
experience meaningfulness in their work. However, Bailey et al. (2017) draw attention upon
the fact that organizations can easily be perceived as inauthentic if such practices are not
implemented with the intention to become part of the day-to-day practices in the organization.
This, in turn, can lead to the corrosion of meaningfulness in one’s work from organizational

members’ side.

Leadership and Meaningful Work

Studies indicate that employees are likely to experience meaningfulness in their work when
they understand who they are and what their values are, when they have a good comprehension
of the organization they work in and its overarching goals, and finally when they understand
the fit between themselves and the organization (Chalofsky, 2003; Steger & Dik, 2010). A key

element in this whole process is comprehending, as an employee, how the daily work is in tune
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with personal values and how both are in line with the organization’s overarching aspirations.
This is particularly of interest in cases where employees work in departments or with tasks and
projects which potentially seem far away from the organization’s greater purpose (Carton,
2017; Steger & Dik, 2010). This is where leaders come into play, as they can enable this

understanding in other organizational members.

Research shows that leaders can bring a notable contribution to employees’ sense of work
meaningfulness by helping them better understand the connection between their daily tasks and
the organization’s greater mission (Allan et al., 2007; Harris, Kacmar, & Zivnuska, 2007).
Sosik and Godhshalk (2000) put together a conceptual model of meaning and charismatic
leadership, stating that leaders’ own meaning and purpose in life pave the way to a style of
leading, which, in turn, workers use to construct meaning. Thereby, ideally, leaders should
have a good grasp of what makes work meaningful to them and be able to clearly communicate
this to followers (Steger & Dik, 2010). Those who indeed can find meaning in their work and
are able to communicate it to their employees, as well as how the organization and different
departments within it work towards the greater good, are more successful at supporting workers
in experiencing meaningfulness at work and in work. Moreover, being able to do this will lower
the risk of employees thinking that these attempts to finding meaning in one’s work are merely
attempts to manipulate and control their perception of both the work and the organization (Lips-

Wiersma & Morris, 2009).

Further research proves that there are indeed leadership styles which can more easily lead to
employees experience meaningful work, and by that increase engagement and likelihood of
employee retention (Chen, Wang, & Lee, 2018; Demirtas, Hannah, Gok, Arslan, & Capar,
2017). To offer some examples from leadership styles that have been linked to meaningful
work, I can refer to transformational leadership (Arnold, Turner, Barling, Kelloway, & McKee,
2007; Purvanova, Bono, & Dzieweczynski, 2006; Tummers & Knies, 2013), empowering
leadership (Lee, Idris, & Delfabbro, 2017), and ethical leadership (Demirtas et al., 2017; Wang
& Xu, 2017). Additional research, however, later indicates that the above-mentioned styles
were limited when it came to supporting employees in experiencing meaningfulness (Bailey &
Madden, 2016; Carton, 2017), the visions set by leaders who adopted those styles often being
too broad and distant for employees, who ultimately had a hard time aligning their personal

values and aspirations to the overarching goals of the companies they worked for.
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Purpose-driven Leadership

In their research, Cardona et al. (2019) explore organizations driven by purpose and come
forward with a theoretical framework for what they call Purpose-driven Leadership, hereby
referred to as PDL. They note that in traditional leadership paradigms, articulating purpose is
central to leadership behaviors (2019, p.58). Here, purpose is typically constructed at the top
of an organization and then passed on to other areas of the organization, the aim here being to
align all departments and employees around an overarching purpose. If in the past, according
to Birkinshaw, J., Foss, N. J., & Lindenberg, S. (2014), this was the key to high performance,

such is no longer the case now if organizations wish to create a common purpose.

Cardona et al. (2019) claim that purpose cannot simply be formed by top leadership and then
passed on downwards to the rest of the company because purpose already exists, which is a
paradigm shift in the traditional understanding of leadership. In that purpose cannot simply be
articulated and told, but purpose is something which needs to be discovered by organizational
members (p. 58). In fact, according to the researchers, in the PDL paradigm, the power to
influence does not solely belong to those on top management positions, but to everyone in the
company who shares the same organizational aspirations and through their work seek to make
it come to life. Thus, it cannot be talk about mere employee alignment, but rather a genuine
commitment from organizational members’ side to fulfill their responsibilities with a sense of

duty and honor, which stem only from an entirely internalized grasp of the shared purpose

(p.58).

While traditional leadership theories have leaders focusing on “what” to do and “how” to do
it, PDL is much more interested in “why” they do things the way they do. Each leader, who
works from the PDL paradigm will have a different “why”, influenced by what he or she lives
for and his or her deepest aspirations (Cardona et al., 2019, p. 62). A personal purpose reveals

what an individual stands for and what makes that person unique.

In this way, a leader who seeks to lead with purpose at the forefront should not seek to develop
new competencies or apply different techniques to model other leaders. What he or she should
do instead, according to Cardona et al. (2019) is engage in a process of self-discovery and
personal development, so that he or she can have a clear understanding of their own purpose

and what makes their lives meaningful. Based on their research, Cardona et al. (2019) came up
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with three key undertakings which PDL is based on: “first the discovery of personal purpose,
second, helping others find their personal purpose; and finally, connecting personal to
organizational purpose” (p.63). These three spheres are the same across all levels of the
organization and they are not to be understood as a linear model, nor top-down, horizontal, or
bottom-up, as the authors put it, but as rather a concentric process which acts in all directions

(p.63). This can be seen in the figure below, as thought out by Cardona et al. (2019):
Discovering

your personal
purpose

Purpose-
driven

Leadership
Connecting Helping
personal to others find
organizational their personal
purpose purpose

Figure 2: Fundamentals of purpose-driven leadership (PDL), Cardona et al. (2019)

Discovering One’s Leadership Purpose

If we look at the top of the model above, one of the pillars of PDL is leaders discovering their
very own personal purpose. This is important as before leading anyone, one must be capable
of leading him/herself. One challenge that Cardona et al. (2019) write about is that the general
perception is that leaders automatically know their personal purpose, that they are somehow
naturally and undoubtably connected and in tune with it. To the authors this could not be further
from the reality of individuals not being born with purpose imprinted. Quite on the contrary,
their belief is that purpose is something that needs to be consciously unraveled. It is a process
that requires consistent effort, through ongoing self-reflection so that when sure of it, that

purpose can be reflected through their actions.
To Cardona et al. (2019) personal purpose is what energizes leaders to influence and support

those around them. Discovering one’s personal purpose is first of all understanding it. In that

one ask oneself why one wishes to become a leader and lead others (George, B., McLean, A.,
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& Craig, N., 2011). Leadership purpose stems from “the essence of who one is” (Craig, N., &
Snook, S. (2014, pp.92, 104—111). Second of all, one must rediscover purpose in daily
activities, as well as in everything that one does, and in the way he or she interacts with others
(Michaelson, C., Pratt, M. G., Grant, A. M., & Dunn, C. P. (2014, pp.121, 77-90). Therefore,
to Cardona et al. (2019) purpose transforms from destination to path, as although purpose gives
meaning, it does not spare the individual from the effort of finding meaning in day-to-day
activities (p.64). The ongoing process of identifying, being able to articulate, and rediscovering
purpose in daily matters is what makes PDL different from the traditional approaches to
leadership, Cardona et al. (2019), based on extensive research and empirical study among
organizational leaders, believing it to be much more effective. Discovering and rediscovering
personal purpose is what enables leadership potential in individuals, as one cannot be separated

from the other (p. 65).

Helping Others to Discover Their Purpose

We are moving clockwise down the fundamental of PDL (Figure 2). Organizations which are
purpose driven are a space where intimate relationships develop, as even though purpose is
personal, it is not solitary. The process of (re)discovering one’s purpose is a personal journey,
yet part of a collective one: “purpose is not a lonely, self-referential point, but rather has impact
and transcends the purpose of others” (Cardona et al., 2019, p.65). How could a leader of a
large organization do this if there are thousands of employees to be supported in this process?
While one leader can guide and support a small group of individuals in discovering the personal
purpose that makes them unique, this effect can multiply if these, in turn, teach other how to

do the same with others in their sphere of influence.

What does that look like in practice? Supporting others in (re)discovering their purpose is a
two-way street. From the one side the leader must communicate and share his or her purpose,
while on the other side they much be ready to listen to others’ and embrace their purpose.
Sharing is beneficial in that it helps shape one’s most inner aspirations as “you can’t get a clear
picture of yourself without trusted colleagues to act as mirrors” (Craig, N., & Snook, S., 2014,
pp.92, 104-11). Moreover, sharing keeps people accountable because in communicating it to
others one extends the commitment while supporting others in discovering theirs. This is an
approach that is very different to the traditional leadership styles, as it stems from personal

contact instead of influencing through charisma or inspiring rhetoric (Cardona et al., 2019,
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p.66). This is backed up by extensive research which has proven that purpose-driven leadership

goes hand in hand with top management, line management, team leaders, heads of departments,

EAN13

and employees

(Carson, J. B, Tesluk, P. E., & Marrone, J. A., 2007, pp. 1217-1234). Further research shows

efforts to provide emotional and psychological strength to one another”

that prerequisites to PDL are the trustworthy relationships that form as a result of these efforts
to understand what and why people have the aspirations they have and motivation to do things
a certain way (Reiche, B. S., Cardona, P., Lee, Y. T., Canela, M. A., Akinnukawe, E., Briscoe,
J. P., .& Grenness, T. (2014), pp. 61-98). This is indeed a process that requires a lot of time
and resources from organizations, but purpose-driven organizations see this as one of the most

effective ways to empower employees (Cardona et al., 2019, p.66).

Connecting Personal and Organizational Purpose

The third and final fundament of PDL revolves around identifying the connection between
personal and organizational purpose. Purpose both at a personal and an organizational level is
a very broad concept, thus “its natural development is about discovering points of intersection”
(Cardona et al., 2019, p.66). Of utmost importance here is understanding that purpose-driven
leaders do not seek to influence by means of their personal purpose, but instead through the
way they assimilate personal purpose at work and consequently how they connect it with the

overall purpose of the organization.

The power to influence is fortified when leaders connect their individual purpose to the
organizational ones. While personal purpose is the core of PDL, it is the connection of it to the
corporate purpose that gives one the authority to lead others. A prerequisite to that is making
the organization’s purpose central to leadership. This is a thought that is supported by Cardona
et al. (2019), who suggest that “organizational purpose acts as a source of authority for being
THE leader within the organization. Individuals can exercise some kind of leadership based on
his or her personal purpose or charisma, but that is quite distant of what we talk here. PDL is
about embracing organizational purpose from the perspective of personal purpose” (p.67).
Further support is given to this claim by Cardona & Rey (2008), who purport that PDL requires
low “ego” in a climate of commitment, cooperation, and openness to change, nurtured by the

sense of common purpose.

20



Methodology

My goal in this chapter is to elaborate on the methodological considerations that I have made,
all throughout my research, to both find an answer to the problem formulation and organize
my work in an orderly fashion. First, I will present the philosophical stance that I took on as
the researcher, followed by which methods I employed to gather the data that would inform
my study. Afterwards, I will give the reader insight into how the data I gathered was thereafter
analyzed and the method I employed to do so.

Philosophy of Science

Ontology

To understand the nature of reality, ontological considerations must be made. Ontology, thus,
is concerned with the nature of existence: it is the study of “what is”, of what the structure and
nature of reality are (Crotty, 1998) and of what can be known about the world (Snape &
Spencer, 2003). Richards (2003) proposes that ontology is the total sum of assumptions made
about the nature of reality and what is. Bryman (2008) builds upon all this and puts forward
the idea of “social ontology”, describing it as a philosophical stance in research, regarding the
nature of social entities and whether these are objective or influenced, to a certain degree, by

external social elements.

Bryman (2012) later elaborates on two different viewpoints: objectivism and constructionism.
Ontologically, objectivism stems from realism and essentialism, two views according to which
one gains knowledge based on already-existing reliable knowledge. To clarify this, objectivism
essentially operates from accepting natural science as a paradigm from which to study human
knowledge. It consequently also makes use of data collection and data analysis methods
employed in natural science such as testing of hypotheses, explaining causalities, as well as
modelling. All in all, according to this view, knowledge about the world stems from our very
own experiences and is molded by our senses, ergo only phenomena validated by our senses

can truly be regarded as knowledge (Bryman, 2008; Wellington, 2000)

Burr (1995) notices that the terms “social constructionism” and “social constructivism” are
regularly switched and used as if they had the same meaning. However, an earlier study

conducted by Gergen (1985) suggests that there is indeed a difference between the two terms.
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Gergen favors the use of “constructionism” over “constructivism”, as the latter term is often
“used to refer to Piagetian theory” and to a particular kind of perceptual theory, which could

cause confusion” (Burr, 1995, p.2).

Social interaction as a basis to constructing knowledge is something that I am interested in, as
throughout my research I investigate how the talent attraction field has been challenged by the
Covid-19 crisis in regard to organizational attractiveness as perceived by talent. As a researcher
adopting a constructionist stance, it is my belief that what people perceive as real is an outcome
of the social constructions that take place between them and others, which consequently leads
to a representation of social reality. This viewpoint was inspired by Burr (2003) who writes
that “the only things we have access to are our various representations of the world, and these

therefore cannot be judged against ‘reality’ for their truthfulness or accuracy” (p.23).

Epistemology

Bryman (2012) lines out two different epistemological stances: positivism and interpretivism.
In the quest to establish the truth, positivism prioritizes objectivity and pure evidence, leaving
no room to the researcher to affect the world. In other words, the researcher should ideally have
no impact upon his or her research findings. Moreover, positivism purports that meaning
already exists out there, waiting merely to be discovered, residing outside the researcher’s

consciousness (Crotty, 1998).

At the opposite end of the continuum lies a different approach known as interpretivism
(Bryman, 2008; Crotty, 1998). Interpretivism proposes that there are other ways of
understanding the world rather than just through direct observation alone, and that is through
our very own perception and interpretation of it. Knowledge of the world relies, in this case,
on our personal understanding, which comes from the reflections we make on different matters
(Ormston et al., 2014). As opposed to positivists, interpretivists purport that through the
exploration of the social world that the people being studied are in, knowledge can be produced.
While in the positivist tradition the researcher had to extract himself or herself from the findings
and avoid affecting these findings, in the interpretivist tradition the researcher knows the world
based on his or her interpretation of others’ interpretations. In this case, the research cannot be
entirely objective seeing that the researcher is personally involved and the findings that he or

she gets to are influenced by his or her perceptions, values, ways of thinking.
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In my study, the epistemological considerations that stem from the interpretivist tradition were
the most natural to follow. Knowledge concerning the talent attraction field is based on both
my own interpretations having worked in the field and in the organization for almost a year,

but also on the interpretation of other talent attraction specialists.

Inductive or Deductive?

The approach in the research that I have carried out, as well as the interplay between the
reviewed selected literature and findings can be considered iterative (Bryman, 2016). An
iterative stance has allowed for more flexibility, as this process encompasses both inductive
and deductive reasoning. If I had solely worked inductively, then new theories would have
emerged based on the findings that [ was led to, whereas if [ had opted for a deductive approach,
I would only have tested theories based on the findings (Bryman, 2016). What I did instead
was take the selected literature on talent attraction, employer branding, non-financial benefits,
sense-making and regenerative leadership, all as a point of departure, and avoided confirming

or rejecting any of it.

Data Collection

Qualitative Research

Quantitative research methods have been challenged by qualitative researchers, as in their view
“a natural science model is inappropriate for studying the social world” (Bryman, 2012, p.181).
In addition to this, the qualitative researchers consider that those who opt for a quantitative
method often neglect the contrast between the social and the natural world. Another concern
raised by qualitative researchers is that qualitative methods rely on the ide idea that all
phenomena have an answer, often reifying the social world (Bryman, 2012, pp. 178-179). The
focus of my research has been the talent attraction field and how it has been challenged by the
Covid-19 crisis in regard to organizational attractiveness as perceived by talent. Therefore,
what was interesting to me as a researcher and what I believed would best inform my study,
was organizational members’ perceptions of how the company reacted to the crisis, their own
lived experiences, personal motivations, and drive to act one way or another. Instead, I realized

a better choice would be to employ a method that would require something else than statistical
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or numerical data concerning these topics. In qualitative research, what is studied closely is the
perspectives of different participants: what they believe is of importance. These perspectives
are what guide the research through and through. The researcher is close to these participants,
enabling him or her to understand the worldviews, beliefs, ideas, behaviors of these participants
in the context of what is being studied. The data here, as opposed to the one in quantitative
research, is rich and deep, as what the researcher aims for is understanding the participants’

social reality (Bryman, 2012, p.408).

Interpretive research relies very much on qualitative data, which can be gathered using different
tools. In this study, the instrument for data collection has been the semi-structured interview.
Before I give the reader a more in-depth presentation of how I gathered empirical data using
semi-structured interview, it is important to mention that interpretive research uses a theoretical
sampling strategy in which respondents are selected based on theoretical considerations. I will

argue my choice of respondents in the section below.

Selection of Interviewees

To inform my study and answer my problem formulation on how the talent attraction field has
been challenged by the Cov