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ABSTRACT
DON FINUCANE- Decoding Organizational Signals: The Influence of Entrepreneurial
Orientation and Family Ownership Signals in Job Ads on Organizational Attractiveness (under
the direction of DR. JUSTIN WEBB)

This study investigates how Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) and family firm ownership
signals in job advertisements influence perceptions of organizational attractiveness. Anchored in
signaling theory and supported by organizational identity theory, this dissertation explores how
early-career job seekers interpret EO and family firm cues to evaluate organizational appeal.
Using a novel within-subjects experimental design, early-career job seekers comprised of both
upper-level undergraduate and graduate students were asked to assess job ads that were
systematically manipulated to reflect EO content and ownership structure. The study examined
both the individual effects of these signals on perceptions as well as the interactive effects, which
are particularly interesting given the contradictory perceptions of family firms as innovative on
the one hand, and risk-averse and conservative on the other. The findings indicate that both EO
signals and family firm ownership status independently and positively influence perceptions of
organizational attractiveness among early-career job seekers. Notably, the findings suggest that
the family firm identity serves as a source of competitive advantage rather than a liability, as the
hypothesized negative effect of family ownership was not supported. However, the hypothesis

that higher EO would moderate the impact of family ownership by mitigating potential
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stereotypes was not supported, suggesting a parallel processing mechanism, where both signals
contribute to organizational attractiveness additively, but neither signal strengthens, weakens or
qualifies the effect of the other. The study makes three primary contributions: theoretically it
identifies a parallel processing where job seekers evaluate entrepreneurial orientation and family
ownership as independent, non-conflicting identity signals; methodologically, it introduces a
novel within-subjects experimental design using real-world job advertisements to enhance
ecological realism; and practically, it provides a roadmap for recruiters to optimize recruitment

messaging targeted at early-career job seekers by leveraging specific salient signals.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background and Context

Recruitment is a critical strategic function for organizations looking to attract, develop and
retain top talent (Allen et al., 2004; Lievens & Slaughter, 2016). Successful recruitment requires
that companies differentiate themselves from the competition in competitive labor markets (Kim
et al., 2025). A common way that organizations achieve this differentiation is by sending signals
in their recruitment materials that convey specific information about the organization, including
such things as values, culture, and strategic orientation, in addition to information relating to
specific roles (Spence, 1973). Of the various recruitment materials that organizations use, job
advertisements represent one of the most critical recruitment tools at their disposal and often
serve as the first touchpoint between organizations and their prospective applicants (Baum &
Kabst, 2014). Job seekers interpret the organizational signals in the job ads to gain an
understanding of the characteristics of the work environment and evaluate alignment with their
personal values and career goals (Highhouse et al., 2003; Spence, 1973).

Family-owned firms present a distinctive organizational context that requires a strategic
approach to recruiting. On the one hand, they are often associated with positive symbolic
attributes such as stability, authenticity, trustworthiness, and a long-term orientation that appeals
to job seekers looking for continuity, strong values, and meaningful work environments (Arijs et
al., 2018; Hauswald et al., 2015; Jaufenthaler et al., 2025; Jaufenthaler et al., 2026). Family firms
frequently emphasize employee care, community engagement, and commitment to future
generations, which can serve as attractive signals in a competitive labor market (Kim et al., 2025;

Zellweger et al., 2012). These qualities distinguish family firms from many non-family



counterparts and can generate strong relational appeal, especially for individuals seeking
employers that prioritize loyalty and long-term relationships.

At the same time, attracting talent can be one of the biggest challenges that family firms face
due to widely held negative perceptions that can undermine their appeal as employers (Arijs et
al., 2018; Kahlert et al., 2017). Research by Phillips et al. (2024) shows that job seekers
frequently associate family firms with inferior human resource systems, citing concerns over
nepotism, favoritism, and underdeveloped staffing and training practices. These perceptions of
bias and limited career advancement can deter applicants, particularly those that value fairness
and development opportunities. For instance, candidates looking for a meritocratic culture and
clear advancement paths may perceive family firms negatively because of the stereotypes
relating to preferential treatment of family members or limited career progression opportunities
beyond a certain level for non-family employees (Phillips et al., 2024).

These challenges are further compounded by the complex and sometimes contradictory
image that family firms project (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Miller & Le Breton-Miller,
2021). While some job seekers value the authenticity and stability associated with family-owned
businesses, others interpret these same qualities as signs of stagnation or outdated practices
(Jaufenthaler, 2023). Kim et al. (2025) emphasize that merely communicating family firm status
has limited influence on applicant attraction, especially among non-family applicants. Instead,
the authors recommend signaling attributes like corporate social responsibility and long-term
orientation to improve perceptions of legitimacy, fairness and growth potential. Moreover,
Barnett and Kellermanns (2006) argue that unless family firms address fundamental issues such
as formalizing HR practices and eliminating agency-based problems like nepotism, they risk

alienating skilled non-family job seekers.



Ultimately, family firms present a dual image: they can be attractive employers because of
their values-based orientation, long-term vision, and reputation for trust and stability (Arijs et al.,
2018; Hauswald et al., 2015), yet they must overcome persistent stereotypes about conservatism,
favoritism, and resistance to change (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Jaufenthaler, 2023). To
compete for top talent, prior research suggests that family firms must adopt deliberate
recruitment strategies that counteract negative stereotypes but also amplify their distinctive
positive attributes in ways that resonate with a broader applicant pool (Botero, 2014; Kim et al.,
2025).

One important and potentially impactful negative stereotype that early-career job seekers
associate with family firms is that they are less innovative, risk averse, and resistant to change
(Ceja and Tapies, 2009; Jaufenthaler, 2023a; Phillips et al., 2024). In essence, family firms tend
to be perceived as lacking Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO). Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO)
signifies the strategic posture of an organization that is characterized by innovativeness, risk-
taking, and proactiveness (Miller, 1983). Organizations that display a strong EO tend to be
innovative, actively looking for new opportunities, and willing to take some calculated risks to
achieve competitive advantages (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996). Job advertisements that embed EO
signals, such as references to dynamic roles, independence, and innovation may attract applicants
that value entrepreneurial opportunities, flexibility, and environments that support personal and
professional growth (Schulze & Dada, 2025).

Lievens and Slaughter (2016) assert that EO can act as a central component of employer
branding by influencing job seeker perceptions of organizational innovation and competitiveness.
Organizations signaling high EO brand themselves as modern, agile, and growth-focused,

aligning with the individuals that are seeking innovative and dynamic work environments



(Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). EO signals can also influence how attracted candidates are to
organizations by enhancing their perceptions of person-organization fit, whereby the applicant
evaluates alignment between their personal values and the organizational values that are inferred
from the EO signals (Cable &Turban, 2001; Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005).
This alignment influences not only the initial attraction to the organization but also employee
engagement and commitment once hired (Judge & Cable, 1997). For example, while not in a
family firm context, small companies such as tech startups frequently leverage unique attributes
of the firm such as EO to attract young, ambitious candidates that are looking for roles that offer
autonomy, significant responsibility, and opportunities to grow and innovate (Williamson, 2000).

Previous literature has proposed strategies to counteract negative perceptions of family firms,
such as Kim et al.’s (2025) suggestion to emphasize perceptions of legitimacy, fairness, and
growth potential and Barnett and Kellermanns’ (2006) suggestion to address HR practices.
However, there is a gap in the literature relating to whether family firms can counteract
perceptions that they are less innovative, more risk averse, and slow to change, despite the
prevalence of these negative perceptions amongst early-career job seekers. To fill this gap, this
dissertation will examine the role of EO signals and family firm signals in job ads to determine
their impact on organizational attractiveness, with an intentional focus on the interactive effects
of both signals as a potential counteractive measure to negate those stereotypical perceptions
related to innovativeness, risk-taking, and resistance to change.
1.2 Research Problem

While EO and family ownership signals each have established roles in influencing
organizational attractiveness perceptions, their individual and interactive effects have been

underexplored (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2020). Thus, the examination of how these signals



influence perceptions of organizational attractiveness represents an interesting and nuanced area
of research, underscoring the need for a thorough understanding of how these dual signals
influence candidate perceptions. Presented together, these signals may complement or conflict
with each other, and applicant perceptions of the consistency and credibility of these combined
signals may influence overall perceptions of organizational attractiveness (Connelly at al., 2011).
For example, a family firm that wishes to promote its innovative product development and risk-
taking characteristics may need to strategically frame its messaging and provide supporting
evidence of such claims to ensure that it is perceived as authentic and believable, and ultimately
an attractive place to work.
1.3 Research Questions

The study aims to answer the following three research questions: (1) How does the signaling
of family firm ownership status affect early-career job seeker perceptions of organizational
attractiveness? (2) How does the signaling of Entrepreneurial Orientation in job advertisements
affect early-career job seeker perceptions of organizational attractiveness? (3) What are the
interaction effects of EO and family firm ownership status signals on early-career job seeker
perceptions of OA?
1.4 Theoretical Lenses

Signaling Theory, initially introduced by Spence (1973), is the foundational theoretical
framework for this research. The theory addresses the problem of information asymmetry
between parties — in particular, how one party (the sender) can convey credible information to
another (the receiver) in situations where direct observation of characteristics is difficult or

impossible. In the context of labor markets, for example, job seekers use education as a signal of



their ability, allowing employers to make more informed hiring decisions despite lacking full
knowledge of the job seeker’s potential (Spence, 1973).

At its core, signaling theory involves three components: the signaler, the receiver, and the
signal itself. The signaler (e.g., an organization or a job seeker) has private information and seeks
to communicate desirable characteristics (e.g., competence, culture or values). The receiver (e.g.,
employer or job seeker) interprets these signals to reduce uncertainty and guide decision making.
For a signal to be effective, it must be observable and costly enough to deter mimics — thus
ensuring credibility (Connelly et al., 2011).

In recruitment, signaling theory has been widely applied to understand how organizational
messages, such as job advertisements and employer branding, convey cues about the
organization’s attributes (Lievens & Slaughter, 2016). These cues are typically characterized as
instrumental or symbolic and both influence applicant perceptions of organizational
attractiveness (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003). Instrumental signals refer to objective, factual
information about a firm or position. They represent tangible physical attributes that can be
directly observed or quantified, such as working conditions, pay, benefits, and training programs
(Backes-Gellner & Tuor, 2010; Banks et al., 2019; Celani et al., 2010). Symbolic symbols refer
to intangible qualities or inferred organizational attributes, often related to a firm’s personality or
values, including attributes such as sincerity, trustworthiness, innovativeness, and commitment to
ethical standards (Banks et al., 2019; Celani et al., 2010; Kim et al., 2025).

Moreover, the effectiveness of signals depends not only on their content but also on the
medium and source credibility (Ehrhart & Ziegert, 2005). Moreover, Connelly at al. (2011)

emphasize the importance of signal clarity and consistency in building favorable impressions.



This present study integrates signaling theory with Organizational Identity Theory (OIT)
(Albert & Whetten, 1985). OIT refers to the concept that organizations, like individuals, have a
distinct sense of “who they are” that is defined by central, enduring and distinctive
characteristics. These identity claims shape how members interpret their organization’s actions
and environment, and guide behaviors, decisions and strategies. OIT explains that organizations
can distinguish themselves from other firms by maintaining unique and enduring characteristics.
In particular, OIT emphasizes the importance of a firm’s identity in shaping both internal
behaviors and external communications, providing a deeper understanding of how a family firm
might use its identity to differentiate themselves from non-family firms (Micelotta & Rayomnd,
2011; Zellweger et al., 2007). Organizations that have a clear and coherent identity can leverage
this clarity to improve their employer branding, thus attracting job seeking candidates whose
values align with the organizations communicated identity. For example, companies that
emphasize environmental and social responsibility in their identity, such as Patagonia, have an
advantage in the attraction and retention of talented employees (Greening & Turban, 2000;
Haung & Qiu, 2023)

1.5 Research Scope and Approach

This study focuses on early-career job seeker perceptions of Organizational
Attractiveness based on the company descriptions included in job advertisements. The study uses
a novel experimental approach to simulate a job platform that exposes participants to a number
of company descriptions that are embedded in or displayed alongside job advertisements with
varying levels of EO are presented and family ownership signals. Participants responded to a
survey based on an established and validated measure of organizational attractiveness. The

sample consisted of late-stage undergraduate students and graduate students as ideal



representatives of early career job seekers (Hauswald et al, 2015; Jones et al, 2014; Lievens et al,
2001; Lievens & Highhouse, 2003; Llanos-Contreras et al, 2024).
1.6 Contribution and Significance

This study makes both theoretical and practical contributions to recruitment research by
examining how signals of Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) and family firm ownership interact
in job advertisements to influence organizational attractiveness. Prior studies have examined
these variables independently, for instance, researchers have examined the influence of family
firm status on organizational attractiveness and recruitment outcomes (Arijs et al., 2018; Botero
at al., 2012; Ceja & Tapies, 2009; Celani & Singh, 2011; Jaufenthaler, 2023; Kahlert et al., 2017;
Kim et al., 2025; Phillips et al., 2024). Schulze and Dada (2025) examined the influence of
entrepreneurship on organizational attractiveness and recruitment outcomes. However, while the
research tells us that entrepreneurially oriented organizations are generally seen as more
attractive (Moser et al, 2017; Schulze & Dada, 2025), the research on the influence of family
firm status on organizational attractiveness has been inconsistent, as noted by Zellweger et al.
(2013). Researchers found both positive perceptions of trustworthiness and community
orientation (Arijs et al., 2018) and innovativeness (Phillips et al., 2024) as well as negative
perceptions of HR systems and nepotistic practices stemming from family ownership (Phillips et
al., 2024; Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006). Notably, studies by Botero (2012; 2014) found that
explicitly identifying an organization as a family business had no significant effect on overall
organizational attractiveness. However, the combined effects of entrepreneurial orientation and
family firm status have not been explored in a hiring context, and this is of particular interest
given the potentially conflicting implications of sending both EO and family firms signals

together, such as entrepreneurial risk-taking versus family firm conservatism. By empirically



testing these combinations, the present study offers a potential explanation for inconsistent
findings in previous research (Duran et al., 2016; Hauswald et al., 2015; Zellweger et al., 2011).

The research also sought to offer actionable recommendations for organizations that want
to differentiate themselves in competitive labor markets and attract high-quality candidates by
providing an understanding of the implications of strategically leveraging EO and family
ownership signals in their recruitment efforts.

The findings of the study revealed that both Entrepreneurial orientation (EO) signals and
family firm ownership function as significant and independent positive drivers of organizational
attractiveness for early-career job seekers. Contrary to initial predictions that family ownership
might act as a “double-edged sword” or a liability, the data indicate that signaling family firm
identity significantly enhances a firm’s appeal in this demographic. This suggests that for modern
job seekers, the positive symbolic associations of “familiness”, such as trustworthiness, stability
and long-term orientation, effectively outweigh traditional negative stereotypes. Furthermore, the
study confirmed that job ads that had company descriptions embedded with strong EO-related
language reliably increase perceptions of organizational attractiveness. However, the anticipated
moderation effect was not supported, indicating that job seekers process strategic posture and
family ownership through parallel processing mechanisms, where each signal contributes the
firms’ overall attractiveness with amplifying or diminishing the impact of the other.

This study makes a theoretical contribution by extending signaling theory by explicitly
examining EO and family ownership signals and identifying a parallel processing mechanism
where early-career job seekers evaluate EO and family firm ownership as independent, non-
conflicting identity signals. Methodologically, this study contributes by introducing an

innovative within-subjects experimental design using real-world company descriptions from job



boards, to enhance ecological realism and control for individual differences. The study also
makes a practical contribution by providing guidance for recruiters to tailor recruitment
messages for early-career job seekers by leveraging specific salient signals for differentiation
purposes.
1.7 Structure of the dissertation

The remainder of this dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter 2 provides a
comprehensive review of the literature relating to (1) the relevant theoretical frameworks
including signaling theory and organizational identity theory; (2) the literature relating to the
independent variables of entrepreneurship orientation and family firm status and the dependent
variable, organizational attractiveness; and (3) the literature supporting the proposed hypotheses.
Chapter 3 provides an outline of the research design and methodology, which includes the details
of the experimental approach and analytical techniques to be used. Chapter 4 presents the
empirical findings and the results of the hypothesis testing. Chapter 5 provides a detailed
interpretation of the results, discusses their theoretical and practical implications, acknowledges

the study’s limitations, and offers recommendations for future research.

10



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Theoretical Foundations for the Study

This study draws on a number of established theoretical frameworks to explain how job
seekers interpret specific recruitment signals and how those interpretations influence their
perceptions of organizational attractiveness. Combined, these theories provide a conceptual basis
for understanding why certain messages increase perceptions of organization attractiveness,
while other signals may have the opposite effect. The key theories underpinning this study are
signaling theory (Spence, 1973), and organizational identity theory (Albert & Whetten, 1985).
Each of these theories offers a different, yet complementary perspective on how organizational
characteristics can shape job seeker perceptions when communicated through job
advertisements.

2.1.1 Signaling Theory

Signaling theory is a framework used to explain interactions where one party has
information that another party lacks (Spence, 1973). The imbalance of information is known as
information asymmetry. In such situations, the informed party (the “signaler”’) may choose to
transmit information about its unobservable qualities to the uninformed party (the “receiver”
through observable actions or attributes (the “signals™).

Signaling theory was originally developed by Spence (1973) in the context of labor
markets and provides a robust framework for understanding how communications in the
recruitment process influence applicant perceptions and decisions. Spence (1973) demonstrated
how job applicants, who possess information about their productive capabilities that employers
lack, might use education as a signal. The premise is that acquiring a rigorous higher education is

a costly endeavor that only high-quality individuals can (or are willing to) undertake. Thus,
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education serves as a credible signal of underlying ability, helping employers reduce uncertainty
in hiring decisions.

To be effective, signals must satisfy certain criteria; they must be observable and clear,
they must be credible, and they must be costly for the signaler to produce or maintain (Connelly,
Certo, Ireland, & Reutzel, 2011). To meet the observability criteria, the signal must be visible
and clear to the receiver. The credibility criteria are related to the degree to which the receiver
perceives the signal to be truthful. To prevent dishonest signaling, the costs associated with
producing the signal must be structured such that it is more difficult or less beneficial for a lower
quality signaler to mimic a high-quality signaler (Connelly et al., 2011; Spence, 1973). For
example, in the instance where the applicant is the signaler, if education was equally cheap for
everyone, it would not distinguish individuals effectively. To serve as an effective signal, the cost
of signaling — whether in time, money, or effort, must be harder to bear for those with lower
ability or performance, so that only true high-quality individuals are likely to incur it.

Signaling theory, while originating in labor economics, has found extensive application
across a diverse range of fields within management and other disciplines, extending far beyond
the initial recruitment context. The core idea of reducing information asymmetry between parties
with differing sets of information remains central to these varied applications (Connelly et al.,
2011).

In strategic management, signaling theory has been used to explain how firms
communicate their unobservable qualities or intentions to various stakeholders, such as investors,
competitors, and customers (Connelly et al., 2011). For example, a CEO, on behalf of a firm,
might signal the firm’s underlying financial health to potential investors through the quality of

their financial statements (Connelly et al., 2011; Zhang & Wiersema, 2009). Firms also use
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costly actions, like increasing ownership stakes by top executives to signal executive confidence
in the business (Connelly et al., 2011; Zhang, 2009). Reputation, built over time, can serve as a
signal of underlying quality to stakeholders (Connelly et al., 2011). Furthermore,
interorganizational ties and strategic alliances can signal legitimacy and quality to the market.
For example, young firms looking to go public via an IPO get value from endorsement
relationships with venture capital firms and investment banks, which can serve to mitigate
investor uncertainty (Connelly et al., 2011; Gulati & Higgins, 2003; Zhang, 2009).

In finance and economics, beyond labor markets, signaling theory has been used to
explain corporate financial decisions (Riley, 2001). For instance, firm debt and dividend policies
can act as signals of firm quality (Bhattacharya, 1979). The argument is that only high-quality
firms can sustainably make interest and dividend payments, thus influencing perceptions of their
financial strength among lenders and investors. Notably, the decision to issue new shares can be
seen as a negative signal, suggesting executives believe their company stock is overvalued
(Myers & Majluf, 1984).

Marketing research also utilizes signaling theory heavily, especially in relation to product
quality and brand image (Boulding et al., 1993). Companies send various signals via advertising,
branding and product aesthetics, to communicate the quality of their products and services to
consumers (Eliashberg & Robertson, 1998). Warranties and guarantees, for example, can signal a
product’s reliability, as only manufacturers confident in their products durability would offer
extensive coverage (Srivastava & Mitra, 1998).

While signaling theory has been applied to a wide range of applications, the focus of
signaling theory in this dissertation is aligned with its original conception in labor markets as

outlined by Spence (1973). While both job seekers and organizations can be signal senders
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(where job seekers want to signal their productive capabilities, and organizations want to signal
their desirability as an employer), this study focuses specifically on the organization as the signal
“sender” and the job seeker at the signal “receiver”.

2.1.2 Signaling Theory in Recruitment

In the context of recruitment, where organizations are signal senders, applicants must
evaluate prospective employers based on the limited, externally available information.
Organizations leverage various forms of recruitment communications including job
advertisements, company descriptions, and career websites to deliver signals to reduce the
asymmetry and to shape the job seekers’ perception of organizational attractiveness, culture and
fit (Celani & Singh, 2010).

In recruitment, organizations often use high-cost, high-credibility signals by including
references to organizational affiliations, awards, and third-party endorsements and they use
consistent messaging across communication platforms. An example would be the repeated
references to innovation on the company’s website, in job descriptions, and in employee
testimonials, as well as references to external awards for innovative products, and patents
secured. Investing resources in research and development (R&D) and applying and securing
patents is a high-cost activity. Another example would be references to “Best Places To Work”
awards in support of signals related to the company’s accommodative work environment.
Including evidence from reputable third-party sources to reinforce this message serves to
enhance the credibility of the signal, although it can take considerable investment in culture,
benefits, and employee satisfaction to apply for and be audited for a “Best Places To Work™

award. If there is a misalignment between the employer’s communicated signals and the job
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seeker’s experiences or perceptions, a phenomenon known as a “signal distortion” may occur
which will erode the job seeker’s trust in the organization. (Walker et al, 2011).

Signaling theory, which emphasizes that signals are the organizational actions or
attributes that reveal hidden qualities about an organization, has been widely adopted in human
resource management research to explain applicant attraction, organizational perceptions and job
choice. Collins and Stevens (2002) reported that recruitment-related signals, such as those
signals included in promotional materials, sponsorships, word-of-mouth endorsements and
public relations activities, influence job seeker familiarity with prospective employers even
before they engage in the recruitment process. These are actions taken by organizations to
communicate unobservable information to job seekers to reduce information asymmetry (Banks
et al., 2019; Connelly et al., 2011)). The existence and substance of these activities carry
meaning, for example, the decision to engage in sponsorship is a signal itself. Cable and Turban
(2001) demonstrated that job seekers evaluated whether an employer matches their values by
interpreting signals about company culture and work environment. These impressions are formed
through exposure to company recruitment content and meaningfully shape job seeker perceptions
and behavior during the early phases of recruitment.

A key contribution of signaling theory to recruitment research is the recognition that job
seekers actively evaluate cues to form beliefs regarding the work environment. As an example of
this, Highhouse, Lievens, and Sinar (2003) argued that symbolic signals shape organizational
attractiveness as much as instrumental elements such as compensation or job security. Symbolic
attributes like innovativeness or collegiality are inferred from signals embedded in job
advertisements, company descriptions, and organizational websites. These attributes, which

reflect the perceived employer identity rather than tangible job characteristics, play a significant
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role in attracting job seekers whose values are aligned with the perceived values of the employer.
(Aimen-Smith et al., 2001).

Job advertisements are critical artifacts in the recruitment process and function as a
primary channel through which organizational signals are delivered (Lievens & Slaughter, 2016).
In addition to communicating information on job specific details, these ads are also used to
signal characteristics related to organizational culture, values and strategic orientation.
Specifically, the language used in job ads can function as a proxy for deeper characteristics, such
as innovation, autonomy, teamwork, tradition and legacy (Allen, Mahato, & Otondo, 2007). The
job advertisement is not just signaling what the job is but who the organization is, creating
impressions that can influence job seeker interest and attraction. While this dissertation makes
multiple references to job ads throughout, the focus of the present study is specifically on the
company descriptions that are embedded in or placed alongside those job ads. The focus on the
company descriptions was purposefully chosen because of the intent to measure job seeker
perceptions of the attractiveness of the organization, and not on their perceptions of the specific
job opportunity advertised. As such, the company descriptions include the signals that are more
salient in the present research, namely more symbolic signals relating to the company culture and
values, whereas the job details included in job advertisements will include more instrumental
signals relating to pay, benefits, and specific job responsibilities.

Research has been expanded more recently to examine how different signal types interact
with each other and influence diverse groups of job seekers. In a meta-analytic study conducted
by Uggerslev, Fassina, and Kraichy (2012) that analyzed recruitment predictors across different
stages of the recruitment process, the authors found that signals sent in the early stages of the

process had a significant impact on job seeker perceptions and attraction. These signals, often
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delivered through job advertisements and company descriptions, set the tone for how the
organization will be perceived and, in some cases, may even outweigh the influence of late-stage
interactions between job seekers and recruiters. Their study supports the idea that strategic and
credible signaling in the early stages is critical for shaping applicant perceptions and attracting
top talent.

The influence and strength of signals may also depend on contextual and individual-level
factors. Characteristics of the job seeker such as their prior work experience, risk tolerance and
individual entrepreneurial orientation can shape how signals are received and interpreted (Moser,
Tumasjan, & Welpe, 2017). For example, a job ad that signals an innovative and fast-paced
environment may appeal to entrepreneurial job seekers while deterring candidates that prefer a
more structured, predictable and stable environment. In a similar fashion, organizational
characteristics such as company size, industry and age can influence the perceived credibility of
signals. Williamson (2000) reported that smaller firms often struggle with signaling legitimacy,
especially if job seekers are not familiar with their firms.

Importantly, signaling theory allows for a nuanced understanding of how employer
branding works in practice. The employer brand can be seen as a collection of signals that
collectively form a coherent narrative about what it means to work for a particular organization
(Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). This narrative needs to be internally consistent and aligned with the
actual firm culture and practice to maintain signal credibility. Any disconnect between signals
and reality can backfire and lead to job seeker disappointment and early-turnover, especially in
competitive labor markets where candidate expectations are high and alternative opportunities

abound.
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The medium through which signals are sent also plays a role. The advent of digital media
has expanded the number and variety of potential recruitment signals significantly (Carpentier et
al, 2019; Sivertzen at al., 2013). Organizations communicate with potential job seekers through a
variety of channels including company websites, job platforms, social media and recruitment
videos (Allen et al, 2007; Baum & Kabst, 2014). Research by Walker et al. (2011) found that the
design and tone of corporate websites, including technically advanced website features, have a
significant influence on perception of employer image, illustrating how even subtle cues such as
colors, layout and phrasing operate as signals in the job seekers interpretive process. The study
draws on social cognition theory to demonstrate that website characteristics influence
perceptions via a “priming mechanism” and explains that websites contain contextual cues can
activate certain thoughts, ideas or attributes in a job seeker’s mind when they are exposed to
them. For example, a website that uses advanced technical features can “prime” thoughts of
innovativeness. Similarly, a website displaying racially diverse workforce can “prime” ideas
about the company being fair or committed to diversity. Understanding how external audiences
interpret these signals, employers can orchestrate a plethora of signals through websites, blogs,
and third-party job platforms to convey an employer brand that will resonate with target
candidates (Backhaus &Tikoo, 2004; Wilden et al, 2010).

Signaling theory also has important implications for recruitment strategy (Celani &
Singh, 2011; Connelly et al, 2011; Phillips et al, 2024). Organizations need to be deliberate and
intentional in choosing which signals to send and how to tailor them to specific audiences (Allen
et al, 2004; Moser et al, 2017). Strategic recruitment involves picking those signals that will
serve to reinforce the strengths of the organization and also appeal to the values and preferences

of the candidates they are targeting (Aiman-Smith et al, 2001; Cable & Judge, 1996). Theurer,
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Tumasjan, Welpe, and Lievens (2018) highlight the criticality of creating a unique employer
value proposition (EVP) that brings together credible signals into all aspects of recruitment
marketing. They argue that a well-crafted EVP serves as both a signal and a promise that outlines
mutual expectations between employers and job seekers (Thuerer et al, 2018; Blackhaus &
Tikoo, 2004).

To summarize, signaling theory provides a robust theoretical lens that can be used to
examine recruitment communication and organizational attractiveness. It can be used to explain
how job seekers use observable cues to infer hidden characteristics of employers to form a more
complete perception of an organization in advance of making employment decisions (Spence,
1973). Through effective signaling employers can enhance their brand equity, reduce applicant
uncertainty, and improve recruitment outcomes (Celani & Singh, 2010; Connelly et al., 2011). As
the following sections will demonstrate, this theoretical framework, is especially relevant for
understanding how specific signals such as entrepreneurial orientation and family firm identity
can interact to influence job seeker perceptions and behavior.

2.2.3 Organizational Identity Theory

Organizational Identity Theory (OIT) offers a complementary framework for
understanding how individuals evaluate potential employers. While signaling theory explains
how organizations communicate information to reduce information asymmetry (Spence, 1973),
OIT focuses on the nature of the organization itself, specifically its central, enduring and
distinctive characteristics and how these identity signals shape external perceptions (Albert &
Whetten, 1985). This theoretical perspective is key for understanding how job seekers form
impressions of organizations and how those impressions contribute to assessments of

organizational attractiveness.
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At its core, organizational identity reflects a collective understanding shared by its
members about its character and values (Albert & Whetten, 1985). This identity may stem from
the firm’s history, leadership, industry or strategic priorities and becomes embedded in both
formal and informal communications (Hatch & Schulz, 2002). Importantly, this identity is
communicated outwardly, both intentionally and unintentionally, through various mechanisms,
including recruitment materials (Gioia et al., 2000). When job advertisements reference
innovation, tradition, autonomy or collaboration, these are not merely strategic recruitment
choices, they are expressions of organizational identity that convey what the organization
believes to be most central and enduring about itself (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). When job seekers
interact with these job advertisements, they often infer organizational identity from the way the
organization is presented, including the values it highlights, the language it uses, and the types of
employees it seeks to attract (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Scott & Lane, 2000)

Recruitment is one of the key contexts in which organizational identity matters (Whetten,
2006). Organizational identity shapes the employer brand and influences the way that job seekers
perceive organizations (Cable & Turban, 2001). Research has shown that when organizations
convey a strong and coherent identity, job seekers are more likely to develop a positive
perception of organizational attractiveness and to self-select into the recruitment process
(Lievens et al., 2007). Organizational identity signals give job seekers a mental picture of what
the organization stands for and whether it aligns with their own goals, values and aspirations.

An emerging body of research has been focused on the relationship between identity
claims and job seeker attraction. Lievens and Highhouse (2003) found that symbolic traits
associated with organizational identity, such as innovativeness, prestige, or social responsibility,

can significantly influence perceived employer attractiveness, especially in the early stages of
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recruitment when job seekers have less information. These symbolic traits, which are often
inferred from organizational identity claims, appeal to job seekers’ self-concept and values, and
influence their perception of whether the organization is a good fit (Slaughter et al., 2004). Thus,
OIT, provides the foundation for understanding how the self-concept of an organization interacts
with the self-concept of the job seeker to influence attraction.

OIT also plays an important role in terms of how organizations differentiate themselves
in competitive labor markets (Whetten, 2006). When organizations project a strong identity that
is distinctive and aligned with specific values, they create a “brand personality” that can resonate
with particular segments of the labor market (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). An organization that
highlights boldness, risk-taking, and innovation in its recruitment materials, for example, is
signaling an entrepreneurial identity that may appeal to job seekers with high levels of individual
entrepreneurial orientation (IEO) (Moser at al., 2017). Alternatively, organizations that
emphasize heritage, community, and continuity, which are common traits of family firms, may
appeal to job seekers that value stability, tradition and long-term relational commitments (Arijs et
al., 2018; Jaufenthaler, 2023).

Importantly, the influence of organizational identity signals is not uniform across all job
seekers. Research has shown that job seekers interpret cues differently through the lens of their
own values, self-concept, and lived-experiences — a process sometimes referred to as “identity
matching” (Cable & Edwards, 2004; Dutton et al., 1994) When individuals perceive that an
organization’s identity matches their own identity or self-image, they are more likely to be
attracted to that organization (Highhouse et al., 2003; Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). A job seeker

that sees themselves as socially responsible, for example, may be drawn to an organization that
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prominently promotes environmental sustainability or community engagement as core aspects of
its identity (Baum & Kabst, 2013).

OIT research has also explored the concept of identity strength and clarity. Identity
strength refers to how clearly and consistently an organization articulates its core identity, while
identity clarity refers to how easy it is for audiences to interpret and understand the signals (Pratt
& Foreman, 2000; Ravasi & Schulz, 2006). Strong and clear identity signals are associated with
higher employer attractiveness, greater job seeker interest, and lower job seeker uncertainty
(Collins & Stevens, 2002; Walker et al., 2011). When identity signals are ambiguous or
conflicting, for example, when a company simultaneously claims to value stability and rapid
innovation, job seekers may perceive the organization to be lacking authenticity or coherence,
which reduces attractiveness (Ashforth et al, 2011). Clarity and identity are especially important
in a digital age, where recruitment messages are consumed rapidly and job seekers rely on
surface-level impressions to make decisions (Carpentier at al., 2019).

OIT also helps illuminate the role of identity claims in recruitment marketing. According
to Theurer at al. (2018), recruitment communications that articulate a compelling and authentic
organizational identity serve not only to inform job seekers but also to inspire emotional
connection and engagement. These messages are most effective when they are consistent with
employees lived experiences and external employer reviews (Sivertzen at al., 2013). Inconsistent
identity claims, where the identity conveyed in recruitment messages does not match the internal
culture, can create credibility gaps that lead to early turnover or disengagement (Backhaus &
Tikoo, 2004; Wilden et al., 2010). Thus, organizations are advised to base their identity claims on

authentic characteristics that are evident in day-to-day operations and employee behavior.
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One area where OIT and signaling theory intersect in the strategic design of recruitment
messages. While signaling theory examines how information asymmetry is reduced through
various signals and their reliability (Connelly et al., 2011), Organizational Identity Theory (OIT)
focuses on the content of those signals, specifically what they say about the organization’s self-
concept, defined by its central and enduring attributes (Albert & Whetten, 1985). Strategic
recruiters can, therefore, craft messages that not only meet the credibility criteria of signaling but
also convey coherent and distinctive identity claims that appeal to target audiences (Cable &
Judge, 1996; Lievens & Slaughter, 2016). As such, by highlighting “innovative leadership” or a
“legacy of trust” employers are not just sending signals, they are making identity statements that
convey who the organization is as an employer and what it aspires to be.

In the context of family firms, signaling high entrepreneurial orientation (EO), OIT
provides a compelling framework for understanding the role of identity in recruitment. Family-
owned firms often emphasize relational identities such as legacy, stability, continuity, and trust
(Jaufenthaler et al., 2025; Jaufenthaler et al., 2026; Kim et al., 2025; Sundaramurthy & Kreiner,
2008; Zellweger et al, 2012). These can be powerful identity claims in attracting job seekers that
prioritize community and personal connection. At the same time, however, that identity might
deter some job seekers. For example, job seekers looking for high growth and innovation, may
interpret stability as slow to change and adopt new ideas (Eddleston et al., 2012; Jaufenthaler,
2023a) Similarly, an identity of legacy can be seen as an organization that would favor family
employees over non-family employees based on who they are and not on the merits of their
performance (Arijs et al., 2018; Cejas & Tapies, 2009; Phillips et al., 2024). The different
potential interpretations of these signals highlight an inherent paradox where the family firm

signal can be a source of advantage and disadvantage at the same time, highlighting the dual
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edged nature of identity-based signaling (Micelotta & Raynard, 2011). While many studies have
examined EO in family firms, relatively few have examined EO in the context of family firm
recruitment, although there are some exceptions where the innovativeness dimension of
entrepreneurial orientation was examined amongst a variety of other attributes that may influence
job seeker perceptions of family firms (Arijs et al., 2018; Phillips et al., 2024)

Similarly, firms high in EO may define their identity around values like autonomy, risk-
taking, and innovation (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996). These identity attributes must be authentically
reflected in recruitment messages to attract candidates with a similar entrepreneurial orientation
(Moser et al., 2017). The identity of such organizations is often constructed in contrast to larger
more bureaucratic firms, and recruitment messaging is used to reinforce a firm’s distinctiveness.

To summarize, Organizational Identity Theory adds a rich layer of understanding to how
job seekers interpret recruitment messages and evaluate organizational attractiveness. By
focusing on the features of the organization that are perceived to be central, distinctive, and
enduring, OIT allows researchers and practitioners to explore how identity claims influence
perceptions of fit, authenticity and attractiveness. In the context of this study, OIT is particularly
relevant to understanding how family firm identity and EO signals interact to form organizational
impressions. When communicated effectively, organizations can use identity-based signals to
enhance attraction, for example a combination of family firm and EO signals could be combined
to create an employer value proposition that the company is offering a dynamic, growth-
orientated, future-focused environment that also has an employee focus and long-term
orientation. However, when identity signals are ambiguous or poorly aligned with job seeker

values, they can undermine credibility and attractiveness. Thus, OIT provides both a theoretical
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foundation and a practical framework for designing recruitment messages that resonate with
desired job seekers and build long-term organizational commitment.
2.2.4 Integrated Theoretical Framework

By integrating signaling theory (Spence, 1973) and organizational identity theory (Albert
& Whetten, 1985), this study develops a comprehensive framework for understanding how
recruitment signals work and under what conditions. Signaling theory explains how
organizations communicate values and attributes to job seekers, and organizational identity
theory explains what characteristics define the organization and how those characteristics
influence external perceptions.

Taken together, these frameworks highlight that recruitment messaging is not simply
about information transmission but about meaning-making. Organizational signals, particularly
symbolic signals that describe an organization subjectively, such as its personality traits, are
crucial for hiring firms as they directly underscore and express the firm’s authentic
organizational identity. Misalignment in any one of those areas can undermine the impact of even
well-intentioned messages (Connelly et al., 2011). Therefore, the intersection of EO and family
ownership provides a rich context in which to test these theoretical mechanisms.

2.2 Variables Examined
2.2.1 Organizational Attractiveness

Organizational Attractiveness (OA), which refers to the degree to which a person
perceives an organization as a desirable place to work, is a foundational construct in recruitment
research (Highhouse, Lievens, & Sinar, 2003). As organizations compete to attract top talent in
increasingly competitive labor markets, being able to shape job seeker perceptions has become a

strategic imperative. OA can influence a range of job seeker behaviors, including job pursuit
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intentions, application likelihood, and their ultimate decisions on job choice (Cable & Turban,
2001). This section reviews the literature on organizational attractiveness, focusing primarily on
its theoretical underpinnings, measurement, and relevance to recruitment outcomes.

The OA construct is derived from marketing theory, particularly the concept of brand
attractiveness, and has been expanded to address employer branding dynamics (Berthon, Ewing
& Hah, 2005). This perspective portrays organizations as brands and potential employees are
conceptualized as customers developing perceptions based on observable signals. The employer
image, namely the general impression of an organization formed by job seekers, plays a pivotal
role in shaping OA. A more positive employer image is associated with stronger applicant
attraction, particularly in the earlier stages of the job search process where only limited
information is available to the job seeker (Collins & Stevens, 2002).

The predictive value of OA for applicant behavior has been confirmed through research.
Highhouse et al. (2003) developed a widely used scale for measuring OA, which assesses how
desirable and appealing a potential employer is perceived to be by job seekers. This scale has
also been used to validate other key outcomes such as organizational prestige, employer
familiarity, and job pursuit intentions in subsequent studies (Aiman-Smith, Bauer, & Cable,
2001). In fact, prior meta-analytic research (Uggerslev, Fassina, & Kraichy, 2012) has found that
OA is one of the strongest predictors of applicant attraction across recruitment stages.

OA is a multidimensional concept that incorporates both the instrumental and symbolic
attributes of an organization. Instrumental attributes include objective features such as pay,
benefits, and work location (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003). These features can generally be
compared across organizations and are valued for their impact on work life. Symbolic features,

on the other hand, are more abstract and reflect the perceived identity or personality of the firm,
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and can include things like innovativeness, friendliness, and stability (Backhaus & Tikko, 2004).
Research has shown that symbolic attributes can have a greater influence on OA than
instrumental attributes, particularly in contexts where instrumental features are less differentiated
(Lievens & Slaughter, 2016).

There are multiple theoretical frameworks that help to explain how OA perceptions are
formed in job seekers. Signaling theory, which is particularly salient in the recruitment context,
posits that job seekers interpret cues or “signals” from job advertisements and other
communications to infer organizational characteristics that cannot be observed (Spence, 1973).
This is particularly relevant when information is asymmetric, that is to say, when job seekers
know less about the organization than the organization knows about itself. In these situations,
organizations can send signals through various mechanisms such as job postings or company
descriptions that job seekers can interpret as indications of organizational culture and values
(Celani & Singh, 2010).

Macro-level factors such as industry reputation, labor market conditions and societal
values can also shape organizational attractiveness. For example, Barber (1998) noted that the
same organizational attributes can be valued differently depending on the prevailing economic
conditions or generational preferences. Job seekers may put a greater value on instrumental
attributes like stability and job security during periods of economic uncertainty, while symbolic
attributes like innovativeness or social responsibility may be more desirable during more
favorable conditions (Allen, Mahto, & Otondo, 2007). Likewise, cultural context can play a role;
an organization that is seen as attractive in one country may be seen differently in another
because of differences in work values and local norms (Juafenthaler et al., 2023; Lievens &

Slaughter, 2016).
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The strategic value of OA has been further highlighted in recent employer branding
research. Organizations are painfully aware of the need to develop employer value propositions
(EVPs) that appeal to target applicants while also aligning with their strategic goals (Theurer,
Tumasjan, Welpe, & Lievens, 2018). As a result, organizations have taken a more intentional
approach to the design of recruitment materials and messaging strategies, particularly in digital
formats. For example, Walker, Field, Giles, Berneth, and Short (2011) showed that the design,
tone and content of online recruitment messaging had a significant influence on perceptions of
organizational attractiveness, especially among early-career job seekers that lean more heavily of
digital information sources.

Although much of the research has been focused on large, established firms, there is a
growing level of interest in understanding how other firm types can enhance their attractiveness
including newer, smaller and less well-known firms such as start-ups and family firms. Such
firms often lack strong employer brands and are forced to rely more on signaling and symbolic
communication to attract top talent (Williamson, 2000). This highlights the current need for less
traditional employer types to understand how different signals can influence OA, an area in
which this current research aims to contribute.

In summary, OA is a pivotal construct in recruitment research that is grounded in multiple
theoretical frameworks and supported by robust peer-reviewed research. OA captures the
mechanisms through which job seekers assess the desirability of potential employers and can be
used to predict key job seeker behaviors such as job pursuit intention. As organizations continue
to compete for top talent in competitive labor markets, having a good understanding of the
antecedents and dynamics of OA is vital. This current study aims to build on the foundations of

existing research by exploring how EO and family firm ownership status signals in job
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advertisements jointly influence OA perceptions, extending the literature into new organizational
contexts.
2.2.2 Family Firms and Family Firm Identity

Family-owned firms contribute significantly to the global economy and generate a
substantial amount of jobs and wealth across regions and industries (Botero, 2014). By some
estimates family firms create 75% of job worldwide (Shanker & Astrachan, 1996). These firms
are typically characterized by long-term strategic horizons, stable leadership, and robust
relational cultures (Gentry et al., 2014; Brigham et al., 2014). As such, they present a unique
employer identity that can be leveraged in the recruitment process. Family businesses are also
foundational to the U.S. economy. Using a broad and inclusive definition of the family firm,
Pieper et al., (2021) found that they account for 32.4 million firms and 87% of all business tax
returns. Furthermore, they employ 59% of the private sector workforce (83.3 million jobs) and
generate 54% of private sector GDP (7.7 trillion USD).

The concept of Family Firm Identity (FFI) has emerged as a crucial area of study within
family business research (Bettinelli et al., 2022, Botero et al., 2013; Ponroy et al., 2019; Rovelli
et al., 2022; Zellweger et al., 2012). Family firm identity distinguishes itself from broader
notions of organizational identity due to the inherent meshing of family and business systems
(Zellweger et al., 2010). This unique identity is often seen as a potential source of competitive
advantage, leveraging positive attributes commonly associated with family-owned businesses,
such as trust, commitment and employee-orientated focus. The exploration of FFI seeks to
understand how the family’s deep involvement shapes not just the firm’s operations and

strategies, but also it’s very sense of self, both internally and externally (Zellweger et al., 2010).
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The theoretical roots of FFI can be traced back to the broader concept of “familiness”
introduced by Habbershon and Williams (1999). Familiness was initially defined as a “bundle of
idiosyncratic internal resources that exist due to the involvement of the family in the firm”. This
resource-based (RBV) perspective highlighted that family involvement leads to unique,
inseparable, and synergistic resources and capabilities that contribute to competitive advantage.

Chrisman, Chua, and Sharma (2005) advanced the understanding by proposing two
dimensions of family involvement explaining familiness: “components of family involvement”
(focusing on family ownership and control thresholds) and the “essence of involvement”
(centering on the behaviors and resources contributed by the family).

It was within this evolving understanding that organizational identity theory was
integrated to introduce FFI as a third, crucial dimension of familiness. Zellweger et al. (2010)
specifically define the organizational identity dimension of familiness as reflecting “how the
family defines and views the firm”. FFI builds on the idea that an organization’s most central,
distinctive and enduring features are rooted in its collective understanding, which in family firms
is deeply intertwined with the family itself and its shared history and values.

Research on FFI has branched into several interconnected streams. One such theme
focuses on identity construction and communication which examines how family firms actively
construct and communicate their FFI to internal and external stakeholders (Botero et al., 2013;
Zellweger et al., 2012). Studies also examine the visual (e.g., family names, crests, pictures) and
textual content (e.g., historical narratives, emphasis on family values) used in corporate branding
material, such as official websites, to convey the firm’s familial nature (Botero et al., 2013;

Micelotta & Raynard, 2011).
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Perceptions and reputations of family firms represent another stream of research,
investigating how FFI influences external stakeholder perceptions of the firm’s reputation.
Research explores whether being a family firm elicits positive or negative associations,
examining attributes like authenticity, trustworthiness, innovation, and human resource (HR)
systems. This stream often portrays conflicting portrayals of family firms, being seen as both
innovative and risk averse (Duran et al., 2016; Jaufenthaler 2023; Phillips et al., 2024).

Consumer perceptions of family firms have been widely examined in the literature. It has
been found that they generally hold positive views, associating them with trustworthiness,
reliability and authenticity, rooted in family history, tradition, and values (Alonso-Dos-Santos et
al., 2023; Binz Astrachan et al., 2018; Lude & Prugl, 2018;). This often leads to higher perceived
quality and increased visit intention (Alonso-Dos-Santos et al., 2023). Conversely, negative
associations like unprofessionalism, or being less innovative can also emerge, with these
perceptions influenced by cultural context (Alonso-Dos-Santos et al., 2023; Binz Astrachan et
al., 2019; Lude & Prugl, 2018).

In a job seeker context, previous literature suggests that family firm identity can evoke
both positive and negative perceptions (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Jaufenthaler et al, 2023;
Phillips et al., 2024). On the positive side, job seekers may perceive family firms as more stable,
trustworthy and employee-centric (Hauswald et al, 2015; Botero et al., 2012). These symbolic
attributes align with the employer branding literature, which highlights the importance of both
instrumental and symbolic factors in shaping organizational attractiveness (Lievens &
Highhouse, 2003). These symbolic attributes can be particularly salient where job seekers are

looking for values-based alignment.
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However, the family firm signal can also carry potential drawbacks. Job seekers may
associate family ownership with negative stereotypes, such as nepotism, lack of professionalism,
slow innovation, or limited advancement opportunities for non-family employees (Barnett &
Kellermanns, 2006; Phillips et al, 2024; Arijs et al, 2018;). Job seekers may be deterred by such
associations, especially those with big career ambitions or a desire to work in a meritocratic and
performance-focused work environment (Phillips et al., 2024) As such, the effectiveness of
family firm signals are not universal and may depend on how the signal is framed and to whom
the signal is directed.

The impact of FFI on strategic behaviors and outcomes represents yet another stream of
research, focusing on how FFI influences strategic choices and firm performance. Family firm
attributes are identified as key drivers of extreme outcomes, both positive (e.g., courageous
innovation, strong stakeholder relationships) and negative (nepotism, strategic stagnation)
(Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2021). FFI can foster log-term orientation, and strong community
ties, leading to sustainable competitive advantages. Conversely, it can also lead to insularity,
resistance to change, or mismanagement if family priorities become too restricted or self-serving.
2.2.3 Entrepreneurial Orientation

Entrepreneurial orientation (EO) is a widely recognized and extensively researched
construct in both entrepreneurship and broader management literature. It refers to the strategic
posture of a firm that reflects its inclination toward innovation, proactiveness, and risk-taking —
encompassing the processes, practices, and decision-making activities that enable organizations
to create value through entrepreneurial endeavors (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; Miller, 1983). These
characteristics are generally associated with exciting, adaptive, dynamic and growth-oriented

companies which are characteristics that can have a significant influence on the way that firms
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are perceived by internal and external stakeholders, including prospective employees (Lumpkin
& Dess, 1996; Miller, 1983; Schulze & Dada, 2025).

The foundational concept of EO is largely credited to Danny Miller (1983), who
characterized an entrepreneurial firm as one that “engages in product-market innovation,
undertakes somewhat risky ventures, and is first to come up with “proactive innovations, beating
competitors to the punch”. These three core dimensions (innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk-
taking) are considered the heart of EO and often combined to form a higher-order indicator of
firm-level entrepreneurship. Innovativeness involves engaging in creativity and experimentation,
introducing new products or services, and demonstrating technological leadership through
research and development. Rick-taking refers to venturing into the unknown, committing
resources in uncertain environments, and being willing to borrow. Proactiveness manifests as
forward-looking, opportunity-seeking initiatives launched in anticipation of future demand, often
by being first to market.

While Miller’s (1983) initial conceptualization focused on these three dimensions as a
composite, indicating that a firm is entrepreneurial only when all three are concurrently
manifested, Lumpkin and Dess (1996) later proposed a multidimensional view. They suggested
that EO could be conceived as a phenomenon where these three dimensions, along with two
additional ones, autonomy and competitive aggressiveness, can vary independently. Autonomy
relates to the independent action of individuals or teams in pursuing new ideas while competitive
aggressiveness refers to a firm’s propensity to directly challenge its rivals.

Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) has been a prolific area of academic enquiry, with
research across a broad range of disciplines. While originating in entrepreneurship and strategic

management, EO studies now appear in journals focused on marketing, international business,
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and human resources. The popularity of EO is evident in the sheer volume of publications, for
example, by the end of 2010, the concept had been referenced in 256 scholarly journals, with
more than a third published between 2008 and 2010 alone (Covin & Lumpkin, 2011). This robust
research has led to a meta-analysis confirming EO’s significant predictive power for firm
performance (Soares & Perin, 2020).

In addition to investigating its influence on firm performance (Covin et al, 2006; Dess &
Lumpkin, 2005; Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; Soares & Perina, 2019), researchers have investigated
what drives firms to adopt an entrepreneurial orientation, including examining the characteristics
of the CEO and top management team (Covin & Lumpkin, 2011; Lumpkin & Dess, 2001; Miller,
2011). EO is characterized by autonomy which involves independent action by individuals or
teams to develop and implement business concepts. Studies have shown that the most
entrepreneurial firms tend to have the most autonomous leaders (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996). CEO
tenure is another factor that can influence EO. The duration a CEO held their position can have a
significant impact on EO, with the relationship between CEO tenure and EO typically following
an inverse U-shaped pattern. Early tenure CEOs may show a willingness for risky, innovative
initiatives, but their ability to act may be limited by a lack of firm knowledge or social capital. As
tenure increases, CEOs gain knowledge and power, allowing them to pursue entrepreneurial
goals, with EO peaking mid-tenure. EO declines with late tenure CEOs as they may become
more risk-averse and lose touch with their environments (Boling et al., 2015).

Other studies explore the conditions under which EO’s influence on outcomes is
strengthened or weakened (Dess, Lumpkin, & Covin 1997; Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; Moser et al.,
2017; Schulze & Dada, 2025). Organizational structure can also moderate EO. An organic

organizational structure, characterized by decentralization, low formalization and complexity,
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positively moderates the EO-performance relationship. Firms with EO and an organic structure
tend to have higher performance. The environment fosters autonomy and creativity necessary for
innovative behavior (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996). Leadership’s decision-making style can also
moderate the EO-performance relationship. An autocratic or less participative style of top
management can positively moderate the EO-sales growth relationship, even though a low level
of participation is not typically associated with entrepreneurial firms (Covin et al., 2006)

The impact of EO dimensions can also be contingent on environmental factors, including
industry life cycle. Proactiveness is well suited for early-stage where opportunities abound
(Lumpkin & Dess, 2001). Competitive aggressiveness, conversely, can enhance performance in
more mature industries often characterized by intense rivalry (Lumpkin & Dess, 2001). Hostile
environments, with precarious industry settings, characterized by high uncertainty, intense
competition, lack of opportunities, and resource constraints can stifle entrepreneurial behavior
and negatively affect EO-performance by reducing experimentation with new strategies
(Lumpkin & Dess, 1996).

Entrepreneurial Orientation can serve as a potent signal to attract potential job seekers.
Section 2.3.1 presents a review of the literature specifically related to EO in a hiring context and
suggests that firms with a strong EO project a positive organizational image, influencing
applicant attraction outcomes and overall organizational attractiveness (Moser et al., 2017;
Phillips et al., 2024). Job seekers infer instrumental attributes (e.g., pay, benefits) and symbolic
characteristics (e.g., innovativeness, prestige) from signals sent by the organization (Celani et al.,
2010; Wlaker et al., 2011).

2.3 Entrepreneurial Orientation in Family Firms
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Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) has emerged as a critical concept for understanding how
organizations engage in innovation, risk-taking, and proactive opportunity pursuit. While EO has
been widely examined across diverse organizational forms, its application in the context of
family firms presents unique dynamics that merit focused attention. Family firms differ from
non-family firms in several key ways, including governance structure, strategic priorities, and the
pursuit of non-economic goals, often resulting in different expressions of EO (Anderson & Reeb,
2003; Miller & Le-Breton Miller, 2005) The interplay between entrepreneurial risk-taking and
the preservation of socioeconomic wealth (SEW) — a key non-financial goal for family firms, has
been central to explaining how these businesses navigate entrepreneurial activity (Anwar et al.,
2024; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007) Moreover, the unique bundle of resources and capabilities
associated with family involvement, known as familiness, along with family-centered non-
economic goals such as family harmony and identity linkage, shape entrepreneurial decision-
making in ways not observed in non-family firms (Chrisman et al., 2012; Habbershon &
Williams, 1999)

When examining patterns of EO in family firms, research presents mixed findings on
whether they exhibit higher or lower entrepreneurial activity than non-family counterparts
(Anwar et al., 2024; Diaz-Morina et al., 2020; Hernandez-Linares & Lopez-Fernandez, 2018;
Vanhees at al., 2023). Some studies suggest that family firms are more risk-averse, particularly
regarding decisions that might jeopardize family wealth or control (Nadil et al., 2007; Zahara,
2005). This cautious approach often manifests in conservative strategic choices, limited
diversification, or reluctance to pursue disruptive innovations, driven by SEW preservation and
reputation concerns (Berrone et al., 2012). In contrast, other research highlights conditions under

which family firms demonstrate strong EO. Founder-led firms, for example, often exhibit high
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levels of proactiveness and innovativeness, reflecting the entrepreneurial passion and strategic
imprint of their founders (Vanhees et al., 2023). This observation aligns with imprinting theory,
which suggests that early leadership influences leave lasting effects on organizational strategy
and culture (Kellermanns & Eddleston, 2006; Hall et al., 2001; Vanhees et al., 2023;). Similarly,
during generational transitions, family firms may adopt more entrepreneurial strategies as new
leaders seek to establish their strategic imprint or respond to environmental pressures, though
empirical evidence remains inconsistent, with some studies reporting no clear generational effect
on corporate entrepreneurship (Anwar et al., 2024; Cruz & Nordqvist, 2012,). Competitive
aggressiveness, a dimension of EO often associated with rapid competitive response, also differs
between family and non-family firms, with some research indicating that family firms avoid
aggressive tactics due to reputational concerns, which others find evidence of highly aggressive
strategies in times of market disruption (Hernandez-Linaires & Lopez-Fernandez, 2018; Naldi at
al., 2007; Stanley et al., 2019).

The drivers of EO in family firms are influenced by both internal governance and
external pressures. Governance structure plays a pivotal role; high family ownership and
managerial control can enhance entrepreneurial flexibility through streamlined decision-making
and alignment of interests (Cruz & Nordqvist, 2012; Eddleston et al., 2011; Stanley et al., 2019).
Conversely, the same characteristics can reduce EO if leaders prioritize control and wealth
preservation over entrepreneurial risk-taking (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). SEW and non-
economic goals often amplify these tensions. While preserving family control and reputation can
temper risk-taking, these same goals may encourage certain entrepreneurial behaviors, such as
innovating to strengthen family legacy or proactively pursuing opportunities aligned with family

values (Chrisman et al., 2012). Organizational culture, often shaped by founders and resistant to
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change, also plays a role. A long-term orientation (LTO), common in family firms, supports
persistence, legacy-building, and a willingness to invest in innovation that might be unattractive
to short-term oriented competitors (Brigham et al., 2013; Hall et al, 2001 Lumpkin & Brigham,
2011) LTO can enhance proactive and innovative behavior, even when risk-taking is constrained.
Additionally, the presence of non-family managers and professional investors can positively
influence EO, especially in later-generation family firms, by introducing new perspectives and
mitigating conservatism (Anwar et al., 2024; Cruz & Nordqvist, 2012; Lumpkin & Brigham,
2011). External environmental factors, including competitive intensity and technological change,
further enhance EO, with family firms in dynamic markets often engaging in entrepreneurial
behaviors despite internal risk aversion (Naldi et al., 2007; Zahra, 2005)

The outcomes of EO in family firms also exhibit complexity (Stanley et al., 2019).
Research has linked EO to enhanced innovation, adaptability, and growth performance (Anwar et
al., 2024; Diaz-Moriana et al., 2020; Kellermanns & Eddleston, 2006; Zahra, 2004). Family
firms with strong EO are often better equipped to exploit opportunities, create innovative
products, and adapt to changing environments. This adaptability can be particularly valuable for
long-term survival and transgenerational continuity (Kellermanns & Eddleston, 2006; Zellweger
et al., 2012). However, the relationship between EO and family firm performance is often
moderated by family-specific considerations. For example, a desire to preserve socioeconomic
wealth can negatively moderate the positive effect of EO on financial outcomes (Hernandez-
Linaires & Lopez-Fernandez, 2018), as family firms may prioritize SEW over purely economic
gains (Zellweger et al., 2011). Furthermore, some studies suggest that risk-taking may even be
negatively related to performance, highlighting the context specific nature of EO-performance

links (Naldi et al., 2007). In addition to the pursuit of financial outcomes, the pursuit of EO can
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simultaneously assist family firms in achieving their non-financial objectives, such as family
harmony, thereby aligning with family firms’ broader focus on legacy and stakeholder well-being
(Chrisman et al., 2012; Eddleston & Kellermanns, 2007; Hernandez-Linaires & Lopez-
Fernandez, 2018).

In summary, while there is an abundance of research exploring EO in family firms, and
some research that looks specifically at the influence of innovativeness dimension in a hiring
context (Phillips et al., 2024), there are no studies this author is aware of that explicitly examine
EO signals and family firm status in a hiring context as it relates to organizational attractiveness.

Building on this understanding of EO in family firms, the following section examines
how organizations communicate their identity and strategic orientation through recruitment
related signals. The signaling perspective provides a valuable lens to understand how firms
convey entrepreneurial attributes while also highlighting family firm identity.

2.4 Hypothesis Development

Recruitment messaging plays a crucial role in shaping job seekers’ perceptions of an
organization’s identity. Drawing from signaling theory (Spence, 1973), this study hypothesizes
that two distinct signals, in particular Entrepreneurial orientation (EO) and family firm identity —
have a significant independent and interactive effect on how attractive an organization appears to
early-career job seekers. The rationale for these predictions is grounded in prior research on
employer branding, organizational attractiveness, and applicant decision-making (Phillips et al.,
2024; Moser et al., 2017; Highhouse et al., 2003; Botero et al., 2012; Spence, 1973; Connelly et
al., 2011; Kim et al., 2024; Allen at al., 2004).

2.3.1 Family Firm Identity as a Recruitment Signal
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Signaling theory provides a useful framework for examining how family firm identity can
influence job seeker perceptions. According to Spence (1973), job seekers rely on observable
cues to infer unobservable organizational characteristics including culture, leadership style,
strategic orientation, or opportunities for career advancement. When family ownership is
explicitly communicated as part of the recruitment process in job ads or career platforms, it
constitutes a signal that can shape the job seeker’s perceptions of the organization’s values, work
environment and future prospects (Botero, 2014: Kim et al, 2025; Phillips et al, 2024; Zellweger
et al., 2010). However, the interpretation of such signals is not uniform: applicants’ prior
exposure to family businesses may strongly influence their reactions. For instance, individuals
who grew up around a family business may find the signals appealing if they had a positive
experience, whereas those that had negative experiences may interpret the same signals
unfavorably and avoid applying (Hauswald et al., 2015; Llanos-Contreras et al., 2022; Zellweger
etal., 2011).

Family businesses thus offer a compelling case for the use of signaling theory in
recruiting (Phillips et al., 2024; Rynes & Barber, 1990; Rynes, Bretz, Jr. & Gerhart, 1991;
Uggerslev et al, 2012Van Hoye et al, 2005;). Prior research has shown that explicitly signaling
family ownership can result in positive, negative and neutral reactions, depending on how the
signals are crafted and perceived by the job seekers (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Jaufenthaler
et al., 2025; Jaufenthaler et al., 2026; Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2021).

Job seekers that prioritize a relational employment context tend to be attracted to signals
that convey trust, continuity, and a sense of community (Jaufenthaler, 2023; Kim et al, 2024).

Family firms have long been associated with strong personal relationships and a value-based
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orientation, which tend to appeal to those seeking a secure and cohesive work environment
(Jaufenthaler, 2023).

However, these same signals may be unappealing to job seekers that value innovation,
meritocracy, or more formal human resource HR systems (Jaufenthaler, 2023; Lievens &
Highhouse 2003). For example, applicants may be deterred by the perception of family firms as
less innovative, more risk-averse, or resistant to change (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003;
Kindermann et al, 2023). Furthermore, while family firms have some positive intangible HR
attributes, they can also be seen as having some less favorable HR aspects, such as nepotism,
lower compensation, and limited promotional opportunities due to preferential treatment of
family members (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Jaufenthaler et al., 2026; Miller & Le Breton-
Miller, 2021). Job seekers that put a high value on self-enhancement, for example, may be less
attracted to family firms if they believe rewards will be based more on family ties than on effort
or competence (Hewlin, Dumas, & Burnett, 2017; Kindermann et al, 2023). Research also
suggests that job seekers in the earlier stages of their careers may be especially sensitive to such
signals, perceiving family firms as less innovative and more conservative than other employers
(Jaufenthaler et al., 2025; Jaufenthaler et al., 2026; Kindermann et al, 2023; Lievens &
Highhouse, 2003).

The tendency of family firm signaling to elicit such varied reactions highlights the
criticality of strategically designing messages for segmented audiences when recruiting (Theurer
et al, 2018). Research suggests that family firms can tailor their recruitment efforts to influence
job seekers’ perceptions and attraction. This could involve highlighting favorable HR systems
(e.g. pay and career-advancement opportunities) to counteract negative perceptions for certain

candidates (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006). Likewise, emphasizing innovative attributes or a bold
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company vision may appeal to entrepreneurially minded job seekers (Moser et al, 2017). For
example, altering taglines to emphasize creativity and innovation can appeal to early-career job
seekers (Lievens& Highhouse, 2003). Organizations are advised to create an employer profile
that focuses on both instrumental and symbolic attributes that differentiate them from
competitors (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003; Moser et al, 2017). It is also critical for employers to
consider country-specific contexts, as the effectiveness of signaling family firm status can vary
geographically (Jaufenthaler et al, 2023; Lievens, Van Hoye, & Anseel, 2007; Theurer et al,
2018).

The interpretation of family firm signals is also influenced by the broader cultural context
(Botero, 2014; Kim et al., 2024). For example, job seekers in collectivist cultures have been
found to have more positive perceptions of family firm signals than those in individualistic
cultures, where job seekers put a higher value on independence and career autonomy (Llanos-
Contreras, Alonso-DosSantos, & Welsh, 2024). This suggests that family firm signals can
produce divergent job seeker reactions based on national culture and social norms. As a result,
family firms operating in multinational settings must adapt their employer branding to fit the
expectations of local job seekers.

External environmental factors can also influence the effectiveness of family firm signals.
For example, during periods of economic crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, job seekers
were more likely to value stability and long-term commitment, which are qualities often
associated with family firms (Jaufenthaler, 2023). During times of economic growth, however,
job seekers may place higher value on innovation and opportunities for career-progression,

which are not always associated with traditional family firm attributes (Leung, 2003).
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In response to this duality, scholars have suggested family firms take a more strategic
approach to employer branding. The concept of “family business employer brand” calls for the
integration of traditional family values with more professional recruitment practices (Phillips et
al., 2024). Research has determined that family firms that effectively communicate both their
relational attributes (e.g. employee care, stability, legacy, authenticity) and their performance
culture (e.g. training, promotions, long-term orientation, non-family leadership opportunities)
were in a better position to attract top talent (Kim et al., 2025; Zellweger et al., 2013; Phillips et
al., 2024).

Research on the family business brand shows that potential employees perceive family -
owned companies distinctly, influencing attractiveness based on individual preferences (Binz
Astrachan et al., 2018). Job seekers valuing conservative attributes (e.g. long-term orientation,
stability) and self-transcendence (e.g., benevolence and loyalty) or organizational culture are
often drawn to family employers, seeing family ownership as a strong signal (Binz Astrachan et
al., 2018, Hauswald et al., 2015). Conversely, family firm status can evoke negative associations,
such as nepotism, lack of professionalism, and fewer career advancement opportunities among
job seekers and other stakeholders (Binz Astrachan et al., 2019). These varied perceptions also
mean that communicating family ownership is not always significant, with some studies finding
no influence on applicant perceptions or company attractiveness (Binz Astrachan et al., 2018).
This highlights the need for a nuanced understanding of how family business branding impacts
diverse stakeholders in varied settings (Binz Astrachan et al., 2019).

The signaling mechanisms that family firms use include explicit mentions of family
ownership in job advertisements, references to family history and founding stories, and

testimonials from long-term employees. These signals are often embedded in visual and textual
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content on corporate websites, LinkedIn pages, and recruitment materials (Phillips et al, 2024).
In addition, actions such as sponsoring community events, publicizing corporate social
responsibility (CSR) initiatives, or highlighting long term non-family employee tenure can serve
as implicit signals of a values-driven firm (Kim et al., 2024).

However, signaling family ownership without reinforcing messages of fairness and
inclusivity can backfire. Ambiguous or incomplete signals may activate category-based cognitive
processing, whereby job seekers rely on stereotypes about family firms rather than evaluating the
specific employer (Phillips et al., 2024). Family firms can counteract this by providing rich
signals that, for example, highlight non-family managers in leadership roles or offer testimonials
from long-term employees.

The size and stage of growth of the organization can also moderate the influence of
family firm identity. Larger family firms with professionalized organizational structures may
enhance the firm’s reputation and signal stability and upward mobility (Moser et al., 2017;
Leung, 2003; Botero et al., 2012, Botero, 2014). Smaller or early-stage family firms on the other
hand, may need to compensate for perceived limitations by signaling their growth trajectory,
innovativeness and openness to non-family leadership (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Botero et
al., 2012). Clarity and credibility are crucial however, as vague claims about “family values”
without corresponding practices may diminish signal effectiveness (Connelly et al., 2011).

Although family firms represent a significant portion of the global economy and are often
positioned as values-driven, stable employers, prior research suggests that signaling family firm
ownership does not consistently enhance organizational attractiveness among job seekers. Early
studies by Botero et al., (2102) and Botero (2014) found that explicitly identifying an

organization as a family business in recruitment materials had no consistently positive effect on
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applicants’ perceptions of job security, advancement opportunities, or overall attractiveness.
These findings held across diverse cultural samples, highlighting that family firm status is often a
weak or even counterproductive signal of attractiveness.

More recent research has complicated the narrative. Phillips et al. (2024) found that while
signaling a family firm brand can activate positive perceptions of innovativeness — an attribute
typically associated with high organizational attractiveness — it may simultaneously trigger
negative perceptions of brand authenticity. This tension reflects broader category-based cognitive
processing, where job seekers draw on both positive and negative associations with the family
firm status. On the one hand, family firms may be perceived as trustworthy and community-
orientated (Arijs et al., 2018); on the other hand, they are sometimes seen as having less
professional HR systems, engaging in nepotistic practices, or offering limited growth
opportunities for non-family employees (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Jaufenthaler et al., 2025;
Jaufenthaler et al., 2026; Kidwell et al, 2018).

Ultimately, signaling family firm ownership is a double-edged sword (Phillips et al.,
2024). While, on the one hand, it provides a rich, value-laden narrative that can attract job
seekers that prioritize relationships and stability, it can also raise concerns about advancement,
innovation and meritocracy (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Jaufenthaler et al., 2026; Miller &
Le Breton-Miller, 2021; Zellweger et al., 2013). The challenge for family firms is to balance
tradition with progressiveness, and to recognize the different job seeker preferences and
expectations. A strong employer brand rooted in family values must also incorporate address

contemporary workforce needs and norms.
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Taken together, this body of research suggests that, despite their symbolic appeal, family
firm ownership signals are more likely to diminish than enhance perceptions of organizational
attractiveness when considered in isolation. The following hypothesis is thus proposed:

H1: Organizations that signal family firm ownership in the company descriptions
embedded in job advertisements will be perceived as less attractive than those that do not by
early career job seekers.

2.3.2 EO as a Recruitment Signal

In a recruitment context, EO functions as a salient signal influencing perceptions of
organizational attractiveness (OA) and job pursuit intentions. Early-career job seekers often rely
on job advertisements to form impressions about a company’s culture and strategic posture, and
the presence of EO-related language may serve as a strong cue for those seeking an
entrepreneurial work environment (Celani & Singh, 2011; Engel et al., 2023)

The core dimensions of EO, innovativeness, proactiveness, risk-taking, autonomy, and
competitive aggressiveness (Lumpkin and Dess, 1996), convey distinctive characteristics that
may appeal to job seekers that value creativity, learning opportunities, and autonomy.
Innovativeness, for example, signals a willingness to try new things and invest in novel ideas,
which can be appealing to job seekers looking for creativity and learning opportunities (Schulze
& Dada, 2025). Proactiveness reflects a future-focused orientation and a willingness to act on
future needs, which aligns with job seekers that value strategic thinking and autonomy. Risk-
taking is seen as a willingness to experiment and pursue ideas with high-growth potential.
Together, the three of these characteristics convey the idea of an organization that is forward-
thinking, dynamic, and receptive to employee-inspired ideas, which are qualities that appeal to

entrepreneurial job seekers. However, EO signals are not universally appealing; some individuals
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may interpret risk-taking as instability or associate fast-moving cultures with uncertainty and
performance pressure (Jaufenthaler & Schroll, 2020; March & Shapira, 1987). This highlights
that EO signals can segment the applicant pool, attracting those comfortable with ambiguity
while deterring those who value stability and predictive career paths.

Prior research supports the notion that EO influences organizational attractiveness.
Moser, Tumasjan, and Welpe (2017) found that entrepreneurial hustle, defined as an impression
management technique involving proactive, energetic behavior, has a positive influence on
employer attractiveness, particularly amongst individuals with entrepreneurial tendencies.
Similarly, Leung (2004) argues that job seekers evaluate entrepreneurial firms on cues that
reflect the firm’s growth-mindset, culture and ambition. These EO-centric signals can influence
how potential job seekers perceive fit and value alignment with the organization, which in turn
influences their decision to apply. However, contextual conditions may alter this effect. During
economic downturns, signals emphasizing risk-taking and rapid growth may be perceived as less
desirable compared to signals of stability and job security (Allen, Mahto, & Otondo, 2007).
Thus, while EO signals can be powerful, their effectiveness may depend on both applicant
characteristics and macroeconomic conditions.

Prior research has also linked the concept of strategic entrepreneurship to recruitment
success (Ireland, Hitt, & Simon, 2003). Strategic entrepreneurship is defined as the integration of
entrepreneurial and strategic behavior associated with seeking out and taking advantage of
opportunities in the marketplace. Schulze and Dada (2003) demonstrated that firms exhibiting
strong EO tend to be more attractive to job seekers that prioritize development, innovation and

autonomy. These job seeker preferences were pronounced among younger generations, such as
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Millennials and Gen Z, who often express a desire for meaningful work, rapid advancement, and
impactful roles. EO signals may resonate particularly well with these demographics.

The stage of growth of a firm can also moderate how EO signals are interpreted.
Research by Leung (2003) finds that in early-stage ventures, signals of EO are more critical
because other credibility indicators, such as financial stability, or strong employer brand
reputation are often lacking. As a result, job seekers use these signals to make assessments about
the future trajectory and legitimacy of the organization. Characteristics such as hustle, founder
visibility, and growth narratives serve as heuristics for organizational vitality in the absence of
other hard data. These signals can make up for the absence of conventional legitimacy and help
persuade job seekers that the firm has a viable and exciting opportunity to offer.

Broader labor markets and economic conditions can also influence the effectiveness of
EO signals. When the economy is growing, EO signals may be seen as exciting and full of
opportunity. During downturns, however, these same signals may be seen as too risky or
unstable. This view is supported by Jaufenthaler and Schroll (2020) who show that firm
attributes that are interpreted positively under normal conditions may be interpreted negatively in
times of stress, emphasizing the need to contextualize EO messaging in response to external
environmental factors.

EO can serve as an important element of employer branding that can shape the
organization’s identity and set it apart from other companies competing for talent. A robust EO
stance communicates a culture of creativity, innovation and growth. Employer brand equity, as
defined by Theurer et al. (2018), is partially developed on the alignment between organizational

signals and the preferences of target job seekers. Companies that integrate EO traits into their
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brand identities and recruitment materials can thus enhance both their visibility and their ability
to attract candidates that will be a good fit.

The role of EO in recruitment can further be amplified through the use of digital
channels. Social media, recruitment job platforms, and career pages are used heavily to
communicate entrepreneurial energy and innovation. Kindermann et al. (2024) argue that
entrepreneurial hustle is particularly visible on platforms like LinkedIn, where founders and
employees actively share positive and motivational updates about progress, pivots and
achievements. These dynamic messages help shape a compelling and modern employer image
that resonates with like-minded creative and innovative job seekers.

Firms that project high EO in their job advertisements often describe themselves as “fast
moving”, “innovative”, or “empowering,” thereby appealing to applicants that value autonomy,
challenge, and growth. A preponderance of research shows that such messages are especially
attractive to candidates who identify with entrepreneurial values or who are seeking
opportunities for rapid career advancement (Moser, Tumasjan, & Welpe, 2017). Moreover, EO
signals convey that the organization is forward-looking and opportunity-driven which are
qualities that many applicants find desirable, particularly young job seekers such as Millennials
and Gen Z (Schroth, 2019).

Some organizations, such as startups and high-growth ventures, often face significant
challenges in recruitment due to multiple factors including fewer resources, less job security, and
weaker employer brands when compared to established companies (Williamson, 2000). To
counteract these negative perceptions, these firms can use signaling as a strategic tool to compete
for talent in a competitive labor market. By emphasizing the entrepreneurial facets of their firms,

such as dynamic work environment, opportunities for influence, and potential for rapid career
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growth, they can offset some of the negative perceptions associated with their size or newness.
These signals can help firms stand out and attract job seekers and also help differentiate
themselves in the crowded and competitive labor market.

In summary, entrepreneurial orientation performs as a strategic recruitment signal that
conveys an organization’s cultural and operational identity (Moser et al., 2017; Phillips et al.,
2024). Most research indicates that emphasizing entrepreneurial orientation in recruitment
messaging positively influences perceptions of organizational attraction (Moser, Tumasjan, &
Welpe, 2017; Schulze & Dada, 2025). Although some job seekers may see attributes like risk-
taking and dynamism as unstable or stressful (Jaufenthaler, 2023), the balance of evidence
suggests that EO-orientated messaging tends to enhance organizational attractiveness for this
segment of the labor market (Moser et al., 2017, Schulze & Dada, 2025).

H?2: Organizations that signal high Entrepreneurial Orientation in the company
descriptions embedded in job advertisements will be perceived as more attractive than those that
do not by early-career job seekers.

2.2.4 Interaction Between EO and Family Ownership Signals

Because family firm ownership signals alone are generally associated with neutral or
negative perceptions of organizational attractiveness, EO is expected to moderate this
relationship and counterbalance those effects. Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) and family
ownership have each been shown to influence job seeker perceptions individually (Barnett &
Kellermanns, 2006; Kim et al., 2025; Schulze & Data, 2025), yet the intersection of these two
organizational signals remains underexplored in the recruitment literature. Most existing studies
look at these variables separately (Arijs et al, 2018; Botero, 2014; Hauswald et al, 2015;

Juafenthaler, 2023; Llanos-Contreras et al, 2024; Phillips et al, 2024). Few have used
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experimental designs that explicitly manipulate both cues, although experiments have been used
to manipulate family firm ownership with other cues such as long-term orientation and corporate
social responsibility (Kim et al, 2025), environmental context and job security (Jaufenthaler,
2023), category-based beliefs (Phillips et al, 2024), firm size (Botero, 2014; Llanos-Contreras,
2024), instrumental and symbolic employer brand components (Arijs et al., 2018), and individual
needs and personal values (Hauswald et al, 2015).

The literature relating to the entrepreneurial orientation (EO) of family firms, particularly
the innovative dimension of EO, has yielded conflicting results. While there is literature to
support the view that family-owned businesses are perceived as highly innovative and
entrepreneurial (Duran et al., 2016; Phillips et al., 2024;), there is also research that shows family
firms are perceived to be risk-averse, slow to change and invest less in new products (Botero et
al., 2012; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007; Hauswald et al., 2015; Zellweger et al., 2011). Because of
this equivocality, a family firm that portrays itself as innovative and entrepreneurial is creating a
unique employer brand profile that may be attractive to certain job seekers while confusing or
off-putting to others. Thus, understanding how EO and family ownership interact can offer
valuable insights to inform effective employer branding and recruitment messaging strategies.

From a signaling perspective, when EO and family ownership are signaled together, the
result may be that job seekers interpret the signals as either complementary or conflicting. EO
signals typically infer qualities associated with start-up or high-growth organizations such as
innovation, autonomy, and adaptability (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; Miller 1983;). In contrast,
family ownership signals often reflect tradition, stability, long-term orientation and close-knit
working cultures (Jaufenthaler, 2023; Kahlert et al, 2017; Kim et al, 2025; Miller & Le Breton-

Miller, 2005;). When combined these signals have the potential to appeal to job seekers looking
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for both security and growth or may trigger concerns about internal inconsistencies depending on
how the message is delivered and to whom it is delivered (Connelly et al, 2011; Phillips et al,
2024).

If the signals are seen as complementary, one potential mechanism that could increase the
appeal of the dual messages is signal reinforcement, where EO and family firm characteristics
jointly enhance the attractiveness of the employer. Applicants that are drawn to innovative,
forward-thinking organizations may also appreciate the long-term orientation and human-
centered culture associated with family firms (Kindermann et al., 2023; Zellweger et al., 2011;
Zellweger et al., 2013). For example, a firm that signals investment in innovative initiatives
while also highlighting long-term orientation and community values may appeal to job seekers
looking for meaning, stability, and autonomy in their work (Kim et al., 2025).

However, a negative outcome could be experienced due to signal conflict. Job seekers
may experience dissonance if the EO signals (e.g., innovation, experimentation, growth) clash
with perceptions of family firm conservatism (e.g., resistance to change, risk-adversity,
nepotism) (Phillips et al., 2024; Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2021). This misalignment in the
minds of job seekers could undermine employer credibility and thus lower the attractiveness of
the employer. As Connelly et al. (2011) suggest, signals must be both clear and consistent; when
organizations attempt to signal two apparent divergent identities, the result may be confusion or
skepticism.

The credibility of dual signals is critically important (Connelly et al, 2011). Job seekers
will look to assess if an organization can realistically embody both entrepreneurial spirit and
family-driven values. For example, firms that reference a tradition of innovation or successful

family pivots could provide valuable evidence of the firms’ ability to integrate EO with legacy.
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In contrast with that, unsupported or vague claims could lead to signal dilution. Allen, Mahto,
and Otondo (2007) note that messages in recruitment must include specific, verifiable
information to increase their persuasive impact.

The characteristics of the job seeker can also shape how the signal interaction is
interpreted. For example, individuals with high self-efficacy may respond more favorably to EO
signals regardless of the ownership context, while those with a strong preference for structured
environments may find family ownership more compelling (Moser, Tumasjan, & Welpe, 2017;
Kindermann et al., 2024). A job seekers professional work experience and their career stage can
also influence their perceptions of how innovative a family firm is (Phillips et al., 2024).
Additionally, job seekers that are looking for employment stability will find family firms
appealing (Jaufenthaler, 2023).

The effectiveness of the EO-family firm signal combination could also be moderated by
industry context (Kim et al., 2025). In fast-moving sectors like tech, EO may dominate job
seeker expectations (Schroth, 2019; Moser et al., 2017), whereas in more traditional human-
centered industries such as hospitality or retail, family firm branding may be more persuasive.
That said, even in tech, signaling a stable, values-based culture may enhance organizational
attractiveness for job seekers looking to avoid volatility (Schroth, 2019). As such, organizations
should adjust the weight and framing of these signals to fit industry norms and job seeker
expectations.

These dynamics highlight practical implications for recruitment. For example, firms may
design job ads that highlight both innovative work and stable leadership, or career pages that
profile entrepreneurial non-family members that are succeeding in a family-owned firm. Visuals,

tone and messaging should reflect an integrated identity and consistency across communication
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channels will strengthen the credibility of the signals (Allen et al, 2007; Connelly et al, 2011).
Employers can also target specific messages toward specific job seeker profiles to enhance
perceptions of fit (Phillips et al, 2024). In this way, the interaction between EO and family firm
signals can broaden employer attractiveness when signals are credibly aligned, but may
undermine it if inconsistent.

At higher levels of EO, family firm ownership is expected to have a more positive
relationship with organizational attractiveness. Strong EO signals can offset negative stereotypes
of family firms by highlighting innovation, autonomy, and a willingness to take risks
(Kindermann et al., 2023; Zellweger et al., 2011). This creates a distinctive image that blends
entrepreneurial dynamism with long-term stability, appealing particularly to early-career job
seekers who value growth opportunities within a supportive culture. When EO and family
ownership are presented and aligned, supported by consistent messaging and credible evidence,
applicants may perceive a high degree of person-organization fit (Connelly et al., 2011).

At lower levels of EO, family firm ownership signals are expected to have a neutral or
negative relationship with organizational attractiveness. Without EO to counterbalance
perceptions of risk aversion, slow decision-making, and nepotism (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006;
Phillips et al., 2024) family firm cues may fail to appeal to candidates who prioritize innovation
and career development opportunities. Because change and agility are highly valued, a low-EO
family firm may be perceived as offering limited growth potential and these signals may weaken
overall employer attractiveness (Connelly et al., 2011; Phillips et al., 2024).

In summary, while Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) is generally associated with positive
perceptions of organizational attractiveness (OA) (Moser, Tumasjan, and Welpe, 2017; Schulze

& Dada, 2025) it is not universally appealing, as some job seekers view risk-taking and fast-

54



paced environment as stressful or unstable (Jaufenthaler & Schroll, 2020; March & Shapira,
1987). Similarly, family firm identity has shown mixed effects on OA, being valued by some job
seekers for stability and relational culture (Hauswald et al, 2015; Botero, 2024) but criticized by
others who perceive family firms as being risk averse and slow to change and prone to nepotism,
reducing their attractiveness (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Phillips et al., 2024). Taken together,
these insights suggest that EO has the potential to counterbalance negative perceptions of family
ownership and enhance organizational attractiveness when signaled at higher levels.

H3: EO will positively moderate the relationship between family ownership and
organizational attractiveness, such that when EQ is at higher levels, the relationship becomes
more positive.

Figure 1: Research Model

Research Model
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

This chapter describes the methodologies used to conduct and analyze the research.
Specifically, it covers the experimental approach to data gathering, the survey sample, the survey
design, and the operationalization of the variables used in the study. This chapter also discusses
the statistical approach used for data analysis.

3.1 Experimental Design

To gather the data to test the hypotheses, a mock job search application that simulates a
realistic online recruitment platform was developed. The application facilitated the gathering of a
range of participant data (demographic / experience) as part of the applicant profile development
process, which is standard functionality on real platforms such as LinkedIn, Indeed, and
Monster.com. After participants provided background information, they were presented with a
range of company descriptions from hiring organizations with signals related to the two
independent variables, entrepreneurial orientation and family ownership status.

To maintain the realism of the experiment, actual company descriptions were taken from
job sites. The descriptions have varying levels of EO signals and explicit indicators of family
ownership. In some instances, descriptions were edited / modified to create some variance in EO
levels.

To simulate a real-world job seeker environment, this is a within-subjects design where
participants will review multiple company descriptions of hiring organizations and will answer
survey questions related to their perceptions of organizational attractiveness. A within-subjects
design was selected because it reflects how job seekers naturally compare multiple organizations
during a job search in keeping with the goal to simulate a realistic job search process. This

approach also reduces error variance by controlling for individual differences across participants

56



(Collins & Stevens, 2002). Recent recruitment and employer branding studies have similarly
employed within-subjects or mixed designs in which participants evaluate multiple descriptions,
including work by Collins and Stevens (2002), Engel et al., (2023), Jaufenthaler and Schroll,
(2020) Moser et al., (2017), and Walker et al., (2011).

The application was pre-loaded with eight company descriptions (4 from family firms
and 4 from non-family firms). The family firm company descriptions were selected based on
inclusion in the 2025 EY and University of St. Gallen Global 500 Family Business Index. This
list was chosen because it is a widely recognized and credible source that identifies leading
family firms, ensuring that the companies included are legitimately family-owned businesses and
representative of the types of organizations job seekers might encounter. Only US based
companies were selected and of those household name companies, like Walmart and Ford Motor
Company were excluded, as research has shown that previous company familiarity may
influence job seeker perceptions of organizational attractiveness (Cable & Turban, 2001). Four
non-family firms were identified as comparable organizations in the same or closely related
industries. Their descriptions were also drawn from real company sources and adapted to match
the family firms in length and structure.

Each participant was presented with the eight descriptions in a randomized order and
asked to evaluate them from an organizational attractiveness perspective. The decision to present
8 descriptions was based on a pilot study that indicated this was the optimal number to present
without causing participant fatigue.

Participants were told that we were testing a new application that aims to match job

seekers with potential employers that would be a good fit, however they were not informed that
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the study was examining entrepreneurial orientation and family ownership status signals to
minimize bias or socially desirable responses (Koschate-Fischer & Schandelmeir, 2014).
3.2 Survey Sample

The study was conducted with late-stage undergraduate students and graduate students at
a large public university in the southeast U.S. This cohort of respondents are representative of
early-stage job seekers and have been regularly used in research for similar recruitment
experiments and surveys (Hauswald et al, 2015; Jones et al, 2014; Lievens et al, 2001; Lievens &
Highhouse, 2003; Llanos-Contreras et al, 2004). Participants were offered extra credit for
participation, and an alternative extra-credit assignment of similar effort will be offered to
students that do not wish to participate. To balance statistical rigor with survey feasibility, the
aim was to have participants review eight descriptions, for a target sample size of 130-150
participants. This approach was designed to yield an adequate overall number of evaluations to
support the planned analysis while also minimizing participant fatigue.
3.3 Operationalization of Variables

Entrepreneurial Orientation: To measure a construct such as Entrepreneurial Orientation,
this study leverages the widely used and accepted theoretical definition of the concept by
Lumpkin and Dess (1996). They describe EO as the “processes, practices, and decision-making
activities that lead to new entry” (p. 136). Because determining a match between the theoretical
definition and the measure requires content validation by concept experts, this present study
leverages the extensive dictionary created specifically to measure the five dimensions of EO
developed by Short et al. (2010). For the purposes of this study, the score from each dimension

was aggregated to create a unidimensional measure. This unidimensional approach provides
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simplicity, enhances comparability, improves operational efficiency, and focuses on the core
essence of EO.

The content analysis approach involved comparing the content of the real company
descriptions taken from recruitment platforms, with single words as the unit of analysis, against
the Short EO dictionary, using Computer Aided Text Analysis (CATA) to generate the EO
strength score. Minor modifications were made to the dictionary to include additional inductively
derived words to account for evolving nomenclatures associated with entrepreneurship. For
example, the term Artificial Intelligence was added. The strength of the EO signals was
calculated on a continuous basis. This type of text analysis is a well-established approach in
psychological research and reflects the fact that people use words that provide valuable insight
related to how they think, and those thoughts can be discerned from narrative texts. (Neuendorf,
2017; Rosenberg et al., 1990).

The Nvivo software program was used for the Computer Aided Text Analysis. Nvivo is
designed to handle complex and voluminous qualitative data, and it enables the import of the
Short EO dictionary (Short et al., 2010).

Family Ownership Status: Family ownership status is a binary variable. All of the
company descriptions are taken from real companies; family firms were coded as 1 and non-
family firms as 2. Firms that are household names were not be included (for example, Walmart
or Ford Motor Company) to minimize any bias introduced by participant familiarity with the
firm (Cable & Turban, 2001). Company familiarity will also be used as a control variable.

Dependent variable: Organizational Attractiveness: This study uses the Organizational
Attraction scale developed by Highhouse et al. (2003), which is among the most commonly used

and validated measures in recruitment research (Engel et al., 2024; Kinderman et al., 2023;
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Lievens, Van Hoye, & Anseel, 2007; Moser et al., 2017; Slaughter et al., 2004; Walker et al.,
2011). The scale captures participants’ general attraction to a company using items such as “For
me, this company would be a good place to work,” and “I would accept a job from this
company.” The scale has been shown to be reliable and valid in many studies, demonstrating it
measures what it intended to, specifically how attracted people find an organization as a place to
work. The scale is also well suited to experimental design in which participants evaluate
hypothetical situations based on job ad stimuli (Highhouse et al., 2003; Kindermann et al., 2023;
Uggerslev et al., 2012). The widespread adoption of the scale enables comparability with prior
research and supports the study’s theoretical grounding in signaling theory, which highlights how
job seekers use observable cues to infer organizational characteristics. Using the Highhouse et al.
(2003) scale thus ensures methodological rigor and conceptual alignment with prior research.

Control Variables: Several control variables will be included in the study in consideration
of individual differences that could influence how participants interpret the cues in the company
descriptions in the job ads. The control variables selected were chosen based on prior research
demonstrating their potential influence on recruitment-related outcomes, person-organization fit,
and employer perceptions.

Education level and field of study were included to control for differences in academic
background that may affect how job opportunities are evaluated by survey participants. Research
has demonstrated how educational experience and training shape job seeker preferences,
expectations, and career-related decisions (Cable & Judge, 1994: Judge & Cable, 1997;
Montgomery & Ramus, 2011). For example, signals related to innovation or entrepreneurship
business students may resonate more with business related students compared to students from

other fields of study.
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Entrepreneurial experience and exposure were also controlled for because prior activity
or coursework in this area could influence how participants interpret and value entrepreneurial
orientation signals. Individuals with entrepreneurial experience can increase entrepreneurial self-
efficacy, which in turn is positively related to entrepreneurial intentions, and lead to placing a
higher value on innovation, autonomy and career growth opportunities (Zhao, Seibert, & Hills,
2005). Similarly, exposure to entrepreneurship through education or family can influence
opportunity recognition and occupational preferences (Peterman & Kennedy, 2003).

Family firm experience and exposure were also controlled for in the study as participants
with such experience could have developed favorable or unfavorable perceptions based on how
positive or negative the experience was. Prior research has shown that family business exposure
can influence expectations related to organizational values, stability, and succession planning
(Zellweger, Sieger, & Halter, 2011). These perceptions may affect how participants respond to
signals of family firm ownership in company descriptions and job advertisements.

Demographic variables such as gender and age were also included given their established
influence of organizational preferences, perceived P-O fit, and reactions to diversity related
signals. For example, perceptions of organizational attractiveness or the organization’s
personality may vary depending on whether job seekers believe the organization supports
diversity in the workplace or aligns with their own demographic identity (Slaughter et al, 2004;
Avery, 2003). Perceptions can also be influenced by participant age, such as the influence of
innovation versus job security (Ng & Feldman, 2010).

Company familiarity was measured to control for brand awareness, as previous
familiarity with a company can have a significant influence on organizational evaluations,

independent of the content in a company description or job advertisement (Cable & Turban,
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2001). Companies that are more familiar may benefit from a “halo effect”, leading to higher
ratings of attractiveness regardless of the experimental manipulation.

The age of an organization can significantly influence job seeker perceptions due to the
varying characteristics each stage presents. New ventures, in their start-up phase face a “liability
of newness”, which can manifest as a higher mortality risk, limited immediate compensation
resources, and underdeveloped employer branding, making recruitment challenging (Abetcola et
al., 2012; Jirasek et al., 2018). Conversely, older organizations are often perceived as more
stable, offering greater job security and established career paths, though they might be seen as
less innovative (Sauermann, 2017). Ultimately, a company’s age signals values and risks to job
seekers, which can have a direct impact on company perceptions (Sauermann, 2017).

Additionally, an individual-level measure of risk tolerance was added using the validated
7-item Rick Propensity Scale (Meertens & Lion, 2008). To reduce survey length, a single item
version was used, serving as a proxy for risk-taking tendencies. This ensures robustness given
EO’s conceptual link with risk orientation.

By including these control variables, the aim of the study was to isolate the effects of the
EO and family firm signals on organizational attractiveness, ensuring greater validity.

3.4 Data Analysis

Because each participant evaluated multiple ads, the data are nested (evaluations within
participants) and therefore not independent. To account for this, the analysis employed
hierarchical linear modelling (HLM). This approach is consistent with Hauswald et al. (2015).
Level 1 (within participant) contained evaluations of company descriptions, coded for EO and
family ownership status. Level 2 (between-participant) evaluated participant characteristics

including demographics, prior entrepreneurial / family firm experience, and risk tolerance.
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Data analysis proceeded in several steps. Model 1 [Null Model] estimated the main
effects of EO (continuous) and family ownership on OA with control variables. Model 2
included cross-level interaction terms to test whether EO moderates the relationship between
family ownership and OA (H3).

In addition to these primary analyses, to strengthen the validity of the study, both
manipulation and robustness checks were conducted. Manipulation checks confirmed that
participants perceived the experimental manipulations as intended — specifically that they
recognized the variations in entrepreneurial orientation (EO) and family firm ownership (FF)
status embedded in the descriptions. Following procedures from Avery et al. (1982), McClean et
al. (2018) and Sirola and Pitesa (2017), short post-task perception checks were added to confirm
that manipulations are perceived as intended. For example, after evaluating each ad, participants
responded to items such as “This company appears to be family owned” and “This company
appears entrepreneurial”. These manipulation checks ensured that participants were responding
to the intended cues and not to unrelated aspects of the stimuli and consistent with the
approaches used in studies by Klien et al., (2020) and Roulin and Krings (2020) to demonstrate
the successful use of such manipulation checks.

Robustness checks were undertaken to assess the stability of the findings across
alternative model specifications and sample conditions. Sensitivity analysis included (1)
comparing CATA-based EO scores with participant EO perceptions and (2) only including
participants who correctly perceive manipulations in robustness analyses, consistent with Avery
et al. (1982). This layered approach provides confidence that the results are not artifacts of

specific modelling choices.
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CHAPTER 4 - RESULTS

4.0 Data collection

The experiment was only offered to students meeting the inclusion criteria of being late-
stage (senior and junior level) undergraduate students or graduate students at a university in the
Southeast of the United States. A total of 313 students provided usable demographic data.
Attention checks were embedded throughout the survey, and 296 participants (94.6%) passed all
three checks, while 17 participants (5.4%) failed at least one and were removed from subsequent
analysis. Of the 296 participants who passed all attention checks, nine did not complete any of
the job-ad evaluation tasks and therefore contributed no Level-1 observations, and eight did not
answer all questions. The final sample for the hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) analyses
consisted of 272 participants, who together contributed 2,176 Level-1 observations (individual
evaluations of job advertisements).

Participants ranged in age from 18 to 60 years (M = 23.28, Mdn = 21). The interquartile
range (21-23) and the modal age band (20-23) indicate that the sample largely reflected a
traditional early-career student population, with a smaller number of older students also
represented. The gender distribution was 44.8% female, 53.3 male, 0.3% nonbinary, 0.7% prefer
not to say, and 1.05% did not answer this question (see Table 1). 247 (88%) of the participants
were undergraduate students and 40 (12%) were graduate students. Majors were concentrated in
business disciplines, for example management, finance, and marketing. As shown in Table 1, the
mean score for part-time work experience was 2.78 (SD = 1.11), with a median of 3.00,
indicating that the typical participant had between one and five years of part-time experience.

Full-time experience scores were lower (M = 1.42, SD = 1.40), with a median of 1.00, reflecting
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a sample primarily composed of early-career students with less than one year of full-time
professional background. Participant demographics are detailed in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Participant Demographic Characteristics (N = 272)

Variable Category / Statistic | Mean/ % | SD | Median | Range
Age Years 23.28 578 121.00 |18-60
GPA 4.0 Scale 3.46 0.43 | 3.50 0.00 — 4.00
Experience (PT) | Level (0—4)* 2.78 1.11 | 3.00 0-4
Experience (FT) | Level (0-4)* 1.42 1.40 | 1.00 0-4
Gender Female 44.8% — | — —
Male 53.3% — | — —
Non-binary 0.3% — | — —
Prefer not to say 0.7% — | — —
Academic Level | Undergraduate 88.2% — |— —
Graduate 11.8% — | — —

Note. N =272 participants. *Work experience was measured on a 5-point categorical scale: 0 =
None, 1 = Less than 1 year, 2 = 1-2 years, 3 = 3-5 years, 4 = More than 5 years.

4.1 Data Quality and Data Check Procedures
4.1.1 Attention Checks

Before estimating the multilevel models, I evaluated whether participants were carefully
attending to the company descriptions and survey questions. Three attention check items were
embedded throughout the experiment — one tied to the entrepreneurial orientation (EO) prompt,
one to the innovativeness/managing-work (IMV) prompt, and one to the organizational
attractiveness (OA) prompt. Because each participant evaluated eight company descriptions,
attention-check performance was aggregated to the participant level using SPSS’s
AGGREGATE function, with SubmissionID serving as the Level-2 identifier. For each attention
check, the maximum value across the eight ads was computed (0 = failed at least one instance; 1
= passed all instances). A composite variable (AllAttn Pass max) was then created to identify

participants who passed all three checks.
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With a total usable sample of participants (N = 313), attention-check performance was
high across all three items (Abbey & Meloy, 2017). At the participant level, 97.1% passed the
OA attention check, 97.8% passed the IMV attention check, and 96.2% passed the EO attention
check. Overall, 94.6% of participants passed all three checks, while 5.4% (n = 17) failed at least
one.

Consistent with best practices for recruitment-experiment designs (e.g., Moser et al.,
2017; Oppenheimer et al, 2009), only participants who passed all attention checks were retained
for hypothesis testing. This resulted in a final analytic sample of participants who provided valid
responses across all eight company descriptions, yielding the full set of Level-1 observations for
the multilevel models. Details of attention checks are outlined in Table 2.

Table 2: Attention Check Results

Attention Check N Passing | N Failing | % Passing | % Failing
IEO Attention Check 301 12 96.2% 3.8%
IMV Attention Check 306 7 97.8% 2.2%
OA Attention Check 306 9 97.1% 2.9%
Passed All Attention Checks | 296 17 94.6% 5.4%

4.1.2 Manipulation Checks

In keeping with best practices, (Avery, 2003) two manipulation checks were used to
determine whether participants perceived the experimental manipulations of (1) entrepreneurial
orientation and (2) family firm ownership status as intended. Consistent with the analytical
approach used in the main models, both checks were evaluated using linear mixed-effects models
with random intercepts for participants.
Entrepreneurial Orientation Manipulation Check

A linear mixed-effects model was estimated to assess whether the entrepreneurial

orientation (EO) manipulation embedded in the company descriptions was perceived as intended.
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Perceived entrepreneurial orientation (MC Entrepreneurial) was regressed on EO CWC, a
continuous company description level measure of entrepreneurial orientation based on EO word
frequency; all participants evaluated the same eight advertisements, each with a distinct EO
score. A random intercept for participants (SubmissionID) accounted for repeated ratings.

The model revealed a strong and statistically significant effect of the EO manipulation,
F(7,2016) =28.37, p <.001, indicating that participants reliably distinguished between the
different levels of EO signal strength. Parameter estimates followed the expected monotonic
pattern: lower EO levels produced significantly lower perceived entrepreneurial orientation
ratings (e.g., b=—307,p <.001; b =-502, p <.001), while higher EO levels produced
significantly higher perceived entrepreneurial orientation ratings (e.g.,b=.171,p=.019; b=
139, p =.056).

Taken together, these results confirm that the EO manipulation was successful.
Participants perceived organizations described with stronger EO signals as significantly more
entrepreneurial than those described with weaker EO signals.

EO_CWC captures relative differences in EO word usage and was used exclusively to
verify that EO language varied meaningfully across the advertisements for the manipulation
check, whereas EO_Percent was used in the multilevel models as a continuous indicator of EO
signaling intensity to facilitate interpretation of the main and interaction effects. The results of
the manipulation checks for Entrepreneurial Orientation are detailed in Tables 3 and 4.

Table 3: Entrepreneurial Orientation Manipulation Check Results A:

Fixed Effect | Numerator df | Denominator df F p Estimate | SE t
Intercept 1 2016 9,669.417 | <.001 | 3.666 .038 | 95.970
EO CWC 7 2016 28.366 <.001 | — — | —
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Table 4: Entrepreneurial Orientation Manipulation Check Results B:

Parameter Estimate | SE
Residual 0.762 .017
Random Intercept Variance (SubmissionID) | 0.274 .052

Family Firm Manipulation Check

A linear mixed-effects model was estimated to evaluate whether the family firm
ownership manipulation was perceived as intended by participants. Perceived family ownership
(MC_FamilyOwned) was regressed on FamilyFirm, a binary variable coded 0 = non-family firm
and 1 = family firm, corresponding to the experimental assignment embedded in the job
advertisement descriptions. As in prior models, a random intercept for participants
(SubmissionID) was included to account for repeated observations.

The results revealed a strong and statistically significant effect of the manipulation, F(1,
2010) = 1782.95, p <.001, indicating that participants clearly differentiated between
organizations described as family-owned and those described as non-family firms. Parameter
estimates further reflect the magnitude of this distinction. Descriptions assigned to the non-
family firm condition were rated substantially lower on perceived family ownership (Est = —
1.877, SE =.044,t=-42.23, p <.001), while the family firm condition served as the reference
category with an estimated mean of 3.959 (SE = .035). This nearly two-point difference on a
five-point scale demonstrates a pronounced perceptual separation between the manipulated
conditions.

Collectively, these results confirm that the family firm manipulation was highly effective.
Participants overwhelmingly perceived organizations labeled as family firms as family-owned

relative to those labeled as non-family firms, demonstrating that the experimental manipulation
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functioned exactly as intended. The results of the manipulation checks for Family Firm status are
detailed in Tables 5 and 6.

Table 5: Family Firm Manipulation Check Results A

Fixed Effect Numerator | Denominator df F p Estimate | SE t
df
Intercept 1 2010 12,760.99 | <.001 | 3.959 .035 | 113.861
(FamilyFirm = 1)
FamilyFirm (O vs. 1) | 1 2010 1782.95 <.001 | -1.877 .044 | —42.225

Table 6: Family Firm Manipulation Check Results B

Parameter Estimate | SE
Residual 1.134 .036
Intercept Variance (SubmissionID) | .063 018

4.1.3 Distribution Assumptions

Prior to conducting the Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), the data were screened for
univariate and multivariate normality to ensure they met the requirements for Maximum
Likelihood estimation. Univariate skewness and kurtosis were examined for all eight items of the
Organizational Attractiveness (OA) scale. All items exhibited skewness values between —477
and .111 and kurtosis values between —.544 and .527. These values fall well within the
acceptable range of £2 for skewness and +7 for kurtosis, indicating that univariate normality was
not significantly violated (George and Mallery, 2010).

Multivariate normality was assessed using Mardia’s coefficient, which was 19.445.
While this indicates some degree of multivariate non-normality, the large sample size of N =
2,176 Level-1 observations ensures that the Maximum Likelihood estimation used in AMOS
remains robust and produces reliable parameter estimates (Byrne, 2016; Finney & DiStefano,
2013). Consequently, no data transformations were required, and the analysis proceeded with the
original scale items.
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4.2 Construct Validity and Reliability

To investigate the underlying factor structure of the Organizational Attractiveness scale,
an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was first employed, which revealed a single latent
dimension. This unidimensional solution is supported by the fact that only one component
attained an initial eigenvalue greater than 1 (5.080), accounting for a substantial 63.497% of the
total variance. The data met and exceeded all established benchmarks for factorability. The
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy was .916, which Rieg et al. (2025)
characterize as a satisfactory level for scale development. Furthermore, Bartlett’s Test of
Sphericity was highly significant y? = 13421.667, df = 28, p <.001), confirming that the
correlations between items were sufficiently strong for factor analysis, satisfying the criteria for
appropriateness established by Rieg et al. (2025). Table 7 provides a summary of the EFA’s key
statistics.

Table 7: KMO and Bartlett’s Test

KMO and Bartlett’s Test
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy 0.916
Bartlett's test of Sphericity Approx. Chi-Square 13421.667
df 28
Sig 0

All items demonstrated robust loadings on the single extracted component, with values
ranging from .645 to .874 (see Table 8). These results align with the standards by Hair et al.
(2010), where loadings greater than .50 are generally considered significant for sample sizes over
120, and the high loadings here specifically indicate “high reliability and validity”. The internal
consistency reliability of the scale was further supported by a Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient (a
=.916), well above the commonly accepted threshold of 0.70. Confirmatory factor analysis

(CFA) subsequently supported the scale’s unidimensionality and provided further evidence of
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satisfactory reliability and convergent validity. Table 8 outlines the results of the construct items
component matrix for Organizational Attractiveness.

Table 8: Organizational Attractiveness Construct Items Component Matrix

Item | Organizational Attractiveness Label Loading (B)

OA9 | This company is attractive to me as a place for employment. 874

OA2 | I would gladly accept a job offer from this company. .849

OA1 | I would make this company one of my first choices as an 817
employer.

OA3 | I would feel a sense of belonging in this organization. .829

OAS5 | There is a good fit between what I value and what this 819
organization values.

OAG6 | My personal values match the values and culture of this 789
organization.

OA4 | This company is a good place to work. 730

OAS8 | I would not be interested in pursuing employment with this .645
company. (reverse-coded)

Having established the OA scale’s validity and reliability, a composite average score of the OA
construct was used for the purposes of subsequent analyses.
4.3 Multilevel Modeling Approach
4.3.1 Interclass correlation and need for multilevel modeling

Following the successful validation of the measurement model and the confirmation of
excellent scale reliability, I proceeded to the main hypothesis testing using hierarchical linear
modeling (HLM). This multilevel approach accounts for the non-independence of ratings
resulting from the nesting of eight company evaluations within each individual participant. To
quantify the degree of non-independence due to clustering within participants, and to determine
whether multilevel modeling was appropriate for these data, I first estimated an unconditional
(null) model with OA_Composite as the dependent variable and no predictors, allowing only the

intercept to vary across individuals (Hox et al, 2017). This model uses SubmissionID as the
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Level-2 grouping variable (participant) and treats company description evaluations as Level-1
observations.
Multilevel model specification:

To establish the proportion of variance attributable to between-person differences, a

random intercept null model was estimated. The null model is specified as:
Level 1 model (within participant)
OAIij=B0j+rij
Level 2 Model (between participants)

BOj=y00+u0j

Where:

o 0A;j= organizational attractiveness rating for co. description i from participant j
Boj= participant-specific intercept

Yoo= grand mean across all participants

e uy;=random effect of participant j (between-person variance)

» 13;= Level-1 residual error (within-person variance)

The intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC), indicating the proportion of variance attributable to
differences between participants, was calculated as:

Too

ICC=—"—
Too + 0

From this null model, the estimated variance of the random intercept (between-person
variance) was 0.156, and the residual (within-person) variance was 0.340. The intraclass
correlation coefficient (ICC) is therefore:

0.156

I =
ce 0.156 + 0.340

~ 0.315.
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Thus, 31.5% of the total variance in organizational attractiveness ratings was attributable
to differences between participants, with the remaining 68.5% occurring within participants
across the eight job advertisements they evaluated. An ICC of this magnitude provides strong
justification for the use of hierarchical linear modeling (HLM), as it indicates meaningful

clustering of OA ratings at the participant level (Hox et al, 2017).

In summary, the Null Model demonstrated substantial between-participant variability in
organizational attractiveness ratings. The ICC value of 0.315 confirmed that a multilevel
modeling approach was warranted, and this model served as the baseline for comparing
subsequent models that introduce Level-1 and Level-2 predictors. Consistent with the
methodological rationale outlined in Chapter 3, models were estimated using random intercepts
and fixed slopes because each participant evaluated only eight ads, limiting the reliability of
random slope estimation in small-cluster designs (Maas & Hox, 2005; McNeish & Stapleton,
2016).

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Table 7 presents descriptive statistics and correlations among the primary study variables.
On average, organizational attractiveness ratings were above the midpoint of the scale (M = 3.38,
SD = 0.45). Several participant characteristics exhibited modest bivariate associations with
organizational attractiveness, including age and work experience. In addition, participant
background variables were intercorrelated in expected ways. EO_Percent and FamilyFirm are ad-
level experimental manipulations and therefore exhibited no variance at the participant level; as a
result, correlations with these variables are not reported. Because observations are nested within
participants, these correlations are descriptive only and do not account for the hierarchical

structure of the data. All hypothesis tests were evaluated using multilevel models that explicitly
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model within-participant dependence. Table 9 lists the descriptive statistics and correlations
among study variables and Table 10 details the Hierarchical Linear Modeling results for

Organizational Attractiveness.
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Table 9: Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Study Variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
1.0A 3.39 0.71
2.EO 323 1.59 156%* —
3 Family Firm 0.50 0.50 054* - _
223%%
4 Company — — 157%* 317 - 114%F
Familiarity
5. Co. Age 7275 47.69  .006 .029 .692%* -.159%* —
6 Risk Taking 3.64 0.96 077%* .000 .000 .049* .000 —
Propensity
7 GPA 3.46 0.43 .028 .000 .000 -.016 .000 -.068** —
8. Participant 2328 579 -.079%* .000 .000 .020 .000 -.029 .138** —
Age
9. Graduate 0.12 0.32 -.083%* .000 .000 -.015 .000 -.031 168%* .649%* —
10 PT Work 2.79 1.11 .042%* .000 .000 .018 .000 133%%* - - 137%* -.207**
Experience 157
11 FT Work 1.43 1.40 -.060%* .000 .000 .032 .000 092%** .145%%* .619%* AT75%* -.060%* —
Experience
12 Entrep 0.29 0.45 -.001 .000 .000 -.011 .000 203** .070%** 126%* 122%* .036 167%*
Training
13 Started a 0.36 0.48 .013 .000 .000 .025 .000 .109%* - .108%* 133%%* .088** .080%** 122%%* —
business 071
14 Parent is an 0.58 0.49 -.022 .000 .000 .032 .000 .031 .074%* L056%* 012 .084%* 133%* .049%* 187%* —
entrepreneur

Note. N = 2,176 observations nested within 272 participants. Listwise deletion was employed to ensure a consistent analytic sample across all study variables.
Participants were excluded if they (1) failed one or more attention checks or (2) provided incomplete data for any Level-2 control variables.
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Table 10: Hierarchical Linear Modeling Results for Organizational Attractiveness

Predictor Null Model 1A | Model 1B Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Model
Intercept 3.38%* 3.10%** 3.03%* 3.03%* 3.05%* 3.06%*
(.03) (.52) (.51) (.51) (.51) (.51
Full-time work experience — -.02 -.020 -.020 -.020 -.020
(.01) (.01 (.01) (.01) (.02)
Part-time work experience — .02 .02 .02 02 .02
(.01) (.01 (.01) (.01) (.02)
Education level (Undergrad / — -11 -.09 -.09 -.09 -.10
grad) (.06) (.06) (.06) (.06) (.06)
Entrepreneurial Training (Yes) | — -.05 -.04 -.04 -.04 -.04
(.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04)
Started a Business (Yes) — .01 .01 .01 .01 .01
(.03) (.03) (.03) (.03) (.03)
Parent is an entrepreneur (Yes) | — -.07 -.07 -.07 -.07 -.07
(.03) (.03) (.03) (.03) (.03)
Parent owns / operates a family | — .07 .06 .06 .06 .06
business (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04)
Participant has worked in a — .07 .07 .07 .07 .07
family business (.04 (.04) (.04 (.04) (.04)
Participant risk taking — 07** .06%* .06%* .06%* .06%*
propensity (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02) (.02)
Gender (Female = 1) — .08* .08* .08* .08* .08*
(.03) (.03) (.03) (.03) (.030)
Gender (Non Binary=1) — 17 21 21 .20 .19
(:25) (:25) (.25) (:25) (.24)
Gender (Prefer Not To Say=1) | — A41* 39% 39% .39%* 39%
(.18) (.18) (.18) (.18) (.18)
Participant GPA — .09* .09* .09* .09* .09*
(.04) (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04)
Participant Age — .00 .00 .00 .00 .00
(.00) (.00) (.00) (.00) (.00)
Participant is familiar with — — 32%%* 32%%* 24%% 21%*
company (yes) (.04) (.04) (.05) (.05)
Company Age — — .00 .00 .00 =00
(.00) (.00) (.00) (.00)
Family Firm — — — 14%* — 2%
(.04) (.02)
EO — — — — .008** .06%*
(.001) (0.01)
EO x Family Firm — — — — — 0.01
(0.13)
N Observations 2176 2176 2176 2176 2176 2176
Deviance (-2LL) 4485.0 4668.2 4634.8 4628.1 4218.3 41829
Marginal R? .000 .022 .037 .041 .070 .083
Conditional R? 314 .348 .358 .360 .366 381

Note. N = 2,176 observations nested within 272 participants
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4.3.2 Model 1A: Participant Level (Level 2) Controls-Only Model

To establish a baseline for subsequent analyses, a random-intercepts multilevel model
was estimated in which organizational attractiveness (OA) ratings were predicted solely from
participant-level control variables. In this model, OA ratings for each company description were
nested within participants, and no ad-level predictors were included. The Level-1 model
therefore consisted only of an intercept, while the Level-2 model specified the participant-
specific intercept as a function of all demographic, academic, work experience, risk-taking, and
entrepreneurship background variables required by the research design. This model serves as a
baseline for subsequent models by accounting for individual differences in organizational
attractiveness ratings.

OAij = y00 + k)yOk(Participant — Level Controlsj) + u0j + rij

This model represents each participant’s mean OA rating as a function of their
characteristics, while allowing intercepts to vary randomly across individuals. The controls-only
model fit the data well, with significant random intercept variance (100 = .243, SE = .243) and
residual variance at Level 1 (62 = .485, SE = .015), confirming that OA ratings varied
meaningfully between individuals and that a multilevel structure was warranted. The model
accounted for approximately 33.4% of the total variance (conditional R? = .348), although only
2.2% of the within-person variance was explained by the controls alone (marginal R? = .022),
which is typical for baseline models of perceptual outcomes such as OA.

Several participant-level controls were statistically significant predictors of OA. Female
participants rated organizations more attractively than male participants, and those who selected
“prefer not to say” for gender also provided slightly higher OA evaluations. Academic factors

were similarly influential: higher GPA was associated with higher OA ratings, and graduate
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students rated organizations more positively than undergraduates. Risk-taking propensity
emerged as a strong positive predictor of OA, suggesting that individuals who are more
comfortable with uncertainty may perceive a wider range of organizations as appealing. Finally,
participants who indicated that they were “not sure” whether they had received entrepreneurship
training also reported higher OA ratings, a pattern consistent with the mixed or ambiguous
responses sometimes found in self-reported entrepreneurial exposure.

Other controls — including nonbinary gender identity, work experience measures,
entrepreneurship training (“yes”), prior business startup experience, parental entrepreneurship,
and family business experience — were not statistically significant, but all were retained in the
model as required by the analytic plan. Including all controls ensures a conservative specification
and reduces the likelihood of omitted-variable bias in the subsequent models testing the effects
of entrepreneurial orientation (EO) signals and family firm cues.

Overall, Model 1A establishes a rigorous baseline by accounting for a wide range of
participant-level differences before introducing any ad-level predictors. This provides a stable
foundation for evaluating the incremental effects of EO signals, family firm identity, and their

interaction in the subsequent models.

4..3.3 Model 1B — Controls Only Model (Level 1 and Level 2 controls)
Model 1B expanded the Level-2 participant controls from Model 1A by adding two
Level-1 organizational characteristics: company familiarity and company age.
OAij = y00 + Y, ymO(Organization — Level Controlsij) + }'yOk(Participant

— Level Controlsj) + u0j + rij
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The addition of these ad-level controls improved the explanatory power of the model
relative to the Level-2-only baseline. The marginal R? increased from .022 (Model 1A) to .037,
indicating that the combined participant-level and organizational-level controls explained 3.7%
of the variance in organizational attractiveness (OA).

Among the Level-1 predictors, company familiarity emerged as a strong and highly
significant determinant of OA. Students rated organizations substantially more attractive when
they were familiar with the company name (B =.319, p <.001). This effect size is notably larger
than most Level-2 predictors, confirming that brand recognition meaningfully shapes students’
perceptions of organizational appeal.

In contrast, company age was not a significant predictor of OA (f =.000, p =.144). This
indicates that, once participant characteristics and company familiarity are accounted for, the age
of the organization does not meaningfully influence attractiveness ratings. This result is
theoretically consistent with the fact that all organizations in the study were large, established
firms, leaving limited meaningful variation in perceived maturity or stability.

Several Level-2 effects from Model 1A remained statistically significant in the updated
model. Participants who were unsure whether they had received entrepreneurship training
continued to rate organizations significantly lower than those who had not received such training
(B=-.171, p <.001). Higher risk-taking tendencies again predicted higher OA evaluations (§ =
.059, p <.001). Gender also remained influential: female participants rated organizations more
positively than males (f =.076, p =.013), and those who selected “prefer not to say” reported
even higher OA scores (B =.386, p =.033). GPA maintained its positive association with OA (3
=.094, p = .008), indicating that students with stronger academic performance tended to evaluate

organizations more favorably. Parental entrepreneurship displayed a small but significant
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negative effect (B =—.069, p = .044), replicating the direction and magnitude observed in earlier
models.

Taken together, the updated Model 1B provides a refined baseline for subsequent
hypothesis tests. By incorporating key ad-level controls—particularly company familiarity—the
model better isolates the variance attributable to the focal Level-1 predictors (entrepreneurial
orientation and family firm status) introduced in later analyses. This ensures that the
interpretation of main effects and interactions in Models 2—4 was not confounded by students’
prior exposure to or recognition of the organizations included in the study.

4.3.4 Model 2- Add the Main Effect of Family Firm (FF) status

Model 2 introduced family firm (FF) status as the first Level-1 predictor of theoretical
interest, following the inclusion of all participant-level and organizational-level controls from
Model 1B.

OAij = y00 + y10FamilyFirmij + >ymO0Org_Ctrlsij + Y yOkPart_Ctrlsj + u0j + rij

Adding family firm status modestly improved model fit, as reflected in an increase in
marginal R? from .037 in Model 1B to .041 in Model 2. This indicates that family firm status
explained additional variance in organizational attractiveness (OA) beyond the baseline
established by the control variables.

Contrary to H1, which predicted that family firm signals are negatively related to
organizational attractiveness among early-career job seekers, the results indicated that family
firm status is positively related to OA (B =.137, p <.001). This coefficient suggests that, when
an organization was described as family-owned, participants rated it more, not less, attractive.
Thus, rather than functioning as a negative signal, the family firm designation appears to have

enhanced perceptions of organizational desirability in this sample of early-career job seekers.
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In sum, Model 2 provides the first empirical test of H1. The results do not support the
hypothesis. Instead of being perceived as less attractive, organizations signaling family firm
ownership were evaluated as more attractive by early-career job seekers. This finding suggests
that the family firm identity may carry positive connotations — perhaps stability, trustworthiness,
values alignment or a sense of community and belonging — that outweigh presumed concerns
about informality or limited advancement opportunities. These results set the stage for examining
whether entrepreneurial orientation and the FF x EO interaction alter or qualify this unexpected
main effect.

4.3.5 Model 3 — EO-Signal and Level 1 and Level 2 control variables.

Model 3 introduced entrepreneurial orientation (EO) as the primary Level-1 predictor
while retaining all participant-level controls and the two organizational controls (company
familiarity and company age).

OAij = y00 + y10(EO_Percentij) + >;ymO0(Org. Controlsij) + },yOk(Part. Controlsj) + u0j + rij

EO was included as EO_Percent, a continuous variable representing the percentage of EO
words in the company descriptions that matched the validated EO dictionary. EO_Percent is an
uncentered Level 1 predictor and reflects the absolute intensity of the EO signaling in each
company description.

Relative to Model 2, the inclusion of EO improved model fit modestly. The marginal R?
increased to .046, indicating that EO and the control variables together explain 76% of the
variance in organizational attractiveness (OA), while the conditional R? remained high at .366,
demonstrating that a substantial proportion of variance is still attributable to between-person
differences captured by the random intercept.

The results provide suggestive evidence that EO wording in job descriptions positively

shapes judgments of organizational attractiveness. Entrepreneurial orientation (EO_Percent) was
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a significant predictor of OA (p = 0.008, SE =0.001, p <.001). This coefficient indicates that
even modest increases in the proportion of EO-related language in a job advertisement positively
and reliably increased organizational attractiveness.

At the organizational level, company familiarity remained a positive predictor of
organizational attractiveness (f = 0.268 (0.044), p <.001). In contrast, company age was not a
significant predictor in this model (B =-0.003 (0.006), p =.716), indicating that variation in firm
age did not meaningfully influence OA ratings once EO Percent and control variables were
included.

All major participant-level patterns from earlier models persisted. Higher risk-taking
tendencies continued to predict stronger OA evaluations ( = .060, p <.001), and women again
rated organizations more positively than men ( =.077, p = .012). GPA also remained a
significant positive predictor (B =.093, p = .008), while participants answering “prefer not to
say” for gender again reported unusually high OA scores (f =.392, p = .030). Parental
entrepreneurship continued to be a small negative predictor of OA ( =—.068, p =.045),
consistent with the direction and magnitude observed in earlier models.

Taken together, Model 3 provides clear support for the hypothesis that entrepreneurial
cues embedded in job advertisements enhance perceptions of organizational attractiveness
among early-career job seekers. The effect is theoretically aligned with signaling theory: EO
wording functions as an organizational signal — perceived as meaningful and diagnostic — that
encourages applicants to interpret the organization as dynamic, innovative, and aligned with their
personal values or work preferences. Model 3 therefore establishes EO as a consequential and
practically relevant feature of job advertisement content and sets the stage for the subsequent

interaction analysis in Model 4.
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4.3.6 Model 4: Interaction Between EO and Family Firm Status

Model 4 examined whether entrepreneurial orientation (EO) signals moderated the

relationship between family firm status and organizational attractiveness (OA).
0Aij = y00 + y10EOij + y20FFij + y30(EO X FF)ij + Y ymO0OrgCtrlsij + ) yOkPartCtrlsj + u0j + rij

This model included all participant-level and organization-level controls from prior
models, the two focal predictors (EO_Percent and FamilyFirm), and their cross-level interaction
term. Model fit improved relative to earlier models, with marginal R? increasing to .083,
indicating that 8.36% of the variance in OA was explained by the fixed effects.

EO_Percent and FamilyFirm were grand-mean centered and standardized prior to
computing the interaction term to reduce multicollinearity and facilitate interpretation of the
interaction effect. Consistent with Model 3, EO Percent remained a strong positive predictor of
OA (B=.06,p <.01). Job advertisements containing higher levels of entrepreneurial orientation
language were evaluated more favorably by participants. Family firm status also continued to
exhibit a positive main effect on OA (B =.118, p <.001), indicating that participants rated family
firms as more attractive than non-family firms, a finding that runs counter to H1 but
demonstrates a consistent pattern across models.

However, the hypothesized interaction between standardized EO signaling and Family
Firm status was not significant (B = .013, p =.327). This indicates that the effect of family firm
status on OA does not differ across levels of EO. In other words, EO-laden language improves
perceived attractiveness to the same degree regardless of ownership type; EO does not appear to
strengthen or weaken the effect of family firm status.

The pattern of control variable patterns remained largely consistent with earlier models. .
Company familiarity continued to be one of the strongest predictors of OA (f =.242, p <.001).

Company age showed no significant effect. Risk-taking propensity remained a positive predictor
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(b=.060, p=.045). Other controls, including gender, GPA, work experience and entrepreneurial
background variables, were not statistically significant in this model.

Taken together, Model 4 demonstrates that while both EO signals and family firm status
independently enhance organizational attractiveness, their effects operate in parallel rather than
through moderation. The lack of a significant interaction suggests that job seekers respond
positively to EO-related language and to family firm branding, but these two signals do not
amplify or diminish one another. This final model provides a comprehensive test of the
theoretical moderation proposed in H3 and establishes that the hypothesized synergistic effect
did not emerge in this context.

Overall, the results indicate a nuanced set of effects regarding how organizational signals
shape applicant perceptions. In contrast to H1, family-firm status was associated with higher, not
lower, levels of organizational attractiveness, indicating that early-career job seekers in this
sample viewed family-owned organizations more favorably than expected. Consistent with H2,
stronger entrepreneurial orientation (EO) language embedded within job advertisements
positively predicted organizational attractiveness, reinforcing the value of EO as an appealing
signal in recruitment messaging. However, H3 was not supported, as EO did not moderate the
relationship between family firm status and organizational attractiveness; EO increased
attractiveness uniformly across both family and non-family firms. Together, these findings
suggest that both family ownership and EO signaling can enhance applicant perceptions

independently, but EO does not amplify or diminish the family-firm effect.

84



CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
5.0 Discussion

The challenge of attracting and retaining high-quality human capital remains a primary
strategic hurdle for contemporary organizations operating in an increasingly competitive labor
market (Allen et al., 2004; Lievens & Slaughter (2016). This is especially true for firms targeting
early-career talent, such as recent graduates, who often rely on limited external information to
form initial impressions of potential employers (Highhouse et al., 2003). For organizations that
possess distinctive but complex identities, such as family-owned firms, this task is further
complicated by the need to navigate and potentially counteract persistent stereotypes regarding
innovation and professional growth (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Jaufenthaler et al., 2025;
Jaufenthaler et al., 2026; Phillips et al., 2024). While family-firms are often celebrated for their
stability and values-based cultures, they frequently have to contend with perceptions of being
risk-averse or resistant to the dynamic change often sought by ambitious new entrants to the
workforce.

The primary purpose of this dissertation was to investigate how organizational signals,
specifically Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) (Miller, 1983) and family-firm ownership
influence perceptions of Organizational Attractiveness (OA) among early-career job seekers. By
integrating Signaling Theory (Spence, 1973) and Organizational Identity Theory (Albert &
Whetten, 1985), this research sought to determine if signaling a proactive, innovative strategic
posture (high EO) could serve as an effective mechanism to enhance perceptions of
organizational attractiveness and specifically, for family firms, moderate the impact of their

ownership of their ownership signals. Understanding the individual and interactive effects of
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these signals is critical for organizations looking to strategically craft recruitment messaging that
resonates with the next generation of talent.

To address these questions, this study employed a novel within-subjects experimental
design to simulate a realistic digital job search environment. This approach allowed a systematic
examination of participant perceptions of organizational signals when assessing an employer’s
attractiveness. The final analysis was based on a robust dataset comprising 2,176 Level 1
observations derived from 272 participants, consisting of upper-level undergraduate and graduate
business students. This methodological design, utilizing Hierarchical Linear Modelling (HLM)
which accounts for the non-independence of ratings resulting from the nesting of multiple
evaluations within each individual participant (Hox et al., 2017; Maas & Hox, 2005), provided a
nuanced view of how recruitment signals operate to shape the applicant attraction process.

5.1 Discussion of Findings

I first examined the relationship between signaling family firm ownership and
perceptions of organizational attractiveness. The prediction that family ownership signals would
negatively influence organizational attractiveness was grounded in the “double-edged sword”
nature of family firm identity (Phillips et al., 2024), where concerns regarding nepotism, lack of
professionalism, and limited advancement were expected to outweigh the positive associations of
stability was not supported. The findings, in fact, indicated that participants in this sample found
organizations labeled as family-owned more attractive than non-family firms.

The positive relationship may suggest that for this particular cohort of students, the
positive connotations of “familiness” outweighed traditional negative stereotypes (Arijs et al.,
2018; Jaufenthaler et al., 2025: Zellweger et al., 2012). Early-career job seekers may prioritize

signals of a values-driven, stable employer that offers a sense of community and belonging
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(Astrachan, 1988). Furthermore, the family firm signal might act as a proxy for trustworthiness
and long-term orientation, which are attributes often highly valued by those entering the
workforce (Binz Astrachan et al., 2018; Hauswald et al., 2015).

Next, I examined the influence of Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) signals on
organizational attractiveness, having predicted that signals with higher levels of EO would
positively influence organizational attractiveness. This positive relationship was clearly
supported. The findings confirm that increases in the proportion of EO-related language in the
company descriptions lead to higher ratings of attractiveness among early-career talent. This
support for H2 reinforces the idea that EO functions as a salient signal for candidates seeking
dynamic and growth-oriented environments (Moser et al., 2017).

Specifically, younger generations often express a preference for roles that offer
autonomy, innovation and impactful work (Schulze & Dada, 2025). EO language functions as a
heuristic for organizational vitality, making a firm appear more modern, agile, and future focused
(Leung, 2003; Kindermann et al., 2023). By signaling a proactive and innovative strategic
posture, firms can successfully differentiate themselves in a crowded labor market.

Finally, I examined the interaction relationship between EO and family firm ownership
signals on organizational attractiveness, having proposed that EO would moderate the
relationship between family ownership and organizational attractiveness, such that higher EO
would amplify the positive effect of family firm status. However, the findings revealed a lack of
a significant interaction suggesting that the effects of these two signals operate in parallel rather
than interactively. In other words, while both EO and family firm status independently increase

attractiveness, they do not strengthen or qualify one another.
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This finding implies that job seekers may evaluate strategic posture and ownership
structure as distinct, independent features of organizational identity. Furthermore, the absence of
a significant interaction could indicate that job seekers do not necessarily perceive a signal
conflict (Connelly et al., 2011) between entrepreneurial orientation and family firm status when
both signals are presented together. The benefits of signaling entrepreneurial orientation appear
to be uniform across ownership types, suggesting that family firms and non-family firms alike
can enhance their appeal by highlighting entrepreneurial characteristics.

The most notable finding in this study is the positive relationship between family firm
status and organizational attractiveness. This result necessitates a critical re-evaluation of how
family firm (FF) signals are processed by modern early-career job seeker. According to signaling
theory (Spence, 1973), job seekers rely on observable cues to reduce information asymmetry and
infer unobservable organizational characteristics such as culture, leadership style, and career
advancement opportunities. Historically, literature has often framed the family firm as a double-
edged sword (Phillips et al., 2024). While some researchers noted positive symbolic attributes
such as stability and authenticity (Arijs et al., 2018; Hauswald et al., 2015; Jaufenthaler, 2023), a
significant body of research suggested a stigma or “liability” associated with family ownership,
including perceptions of nepotism, unprofessional HR systems, and limited growth opportunities
for non-family employees (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Jaufenthaler et al., 2026; Miller & Le
Breton-Miller, 2021; Phillips et al., 2024).

Earlier research cited in this dissertation, particularly by Botero et al. (2012) and Botero
(2014), found that explicitly identifying an organization as a family business in recruitment
materials had no consistently positive effect on applicant perceptions. In some cultural contexts,

the signals were even found to be negative or weak at best. The findings in the present study,
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however indicate a shift in this perception. Instead of signaling a restrictive or stagnant
environment, the family firm cure served as a positive driver of attractiveness in the sample. This
suggests that for early-career job seekers, the signal of family ownership may now be more
closely associated with “familiness” and its synergistic, values-based resources than with
negative tropes of the past.

Findings from more recent research employing the family firm cue (Phillips et al., 2024)
reinforce this positive shift while detailing the complex, nuanced beliefs held by job seekers.
This research determined that job seekers hold opposing category-based beliefs about family
firms compared to nonfamily firms: they perceive them to be simultanouusly more authentic and
more innovative (symbolic beliefs) but also having inferior HR systems (an instrumental belief).
Overall, the family cue served as a positive driver of attractiveness suggesting that positive
attributes associated with “familiness” carried significant weight over traditional negative
perceptions. Specifically, the positive driver of attraction was significantly related to
innovativeness, suggesting the cue is now associated with proactive and dynamic attributes
rather than simply signaling a stagnant environment. This indicates that for contemporary job
seekers, the signal of family ownership is now predominantly associated with positive symbolic
attributes, overcoming the negative effects of long-held stereotypes like nepotistic practices or
weak HR systems.

The “stigma” identified in earlier studies may be eroding as family firms become more
professionalized and more adept at communicating their relational identities (Arijs et al., 2018;
Kim et al., 2025). The findings suggest that the family identity should not be understood as a
static liability with inherent and uniformly negative characteristics that constrain perceptions of

organizational attraction. Instead, family ownership can operate as a source of advantage whose
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value depends on how recruitment signals are interpreted by job seekers. Family firms in this
study successfully differentiated themselves and were perceived to be more desirable employers
than nonfamily firms. This re-evaluation of signaling theory suggests that the receiver (the job
seeker) is increasingly sensitive to the positive characteristics inferred from family ties such as
“sincerity” and “trustworthiness”, positioning family firms as attractive destinations for early-
career talent.

5.2 Theoretical Contributions

The findings of this dissertation offer several meaningful contributions to the
management and recruitment literature, specifically by extending the application of signaling
theory and organizational identity theory within the unique context of family-owned and
entrepreneurially oriented firms. By empirically testing the individual and interactive effects of
these organizational cues, this study provides a more sophisticated understanding of how early-
career job seekers interpret and weigh complex identity signals embedded in the company
descriptions included in job advertisements.

The findings demonstrate that both EO and family ownership function as abstract cues
that convey intangible organizational values such as innovativeness, stability, and community.
This study extends previous work by illustrating that in the absence of company familiarity, job
seekers rely on specific language embedded in company descriptions to make inferences about
company attractiveness (Cable & Turban, 2001; Highhouse et al., 2003). By isolating these
effects, the research highlights how impactful symbolic symbols alone can be in shaping
organizational attraction.

An important contribution of this research lies in its advancement of signaling theory by

exploring the influence of specific signal types, providing insight into which organizational
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attributes function as meaningful and influential cues for early-career job seekers. While
signaling theory has long established that job seekers use observable cues to reduce information
asymmetry (Connelly et al., 2011; Spence, 1973), this study identifies Entrepreneurial
Orientation (EO) and family firm status as particularly salient and credible signals in the digital
recruitment landscape. The findings confirm that these cues are not merely supplementary
information but are perceived as meaningful indicators of an organization’s underlying culture
and strategic posture.

The study contributes to family business research by providing evidence that helps de-
stigmatize the family firm identity in the context of professional recruitment. For years, a
prominent stream of research suggested that signaling family firm ownership could be a liability,
potentially triggering negative associations with nepotism, stagnant HR practices, and limited
career mobility for non-family members (Arijs et al., 2018; Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006;
Kidwell et al., 2018). However, the finding that family firm status was a positive and significant
predictor of organizational attractiveness challenges the generalizability of this stigma.

The research contributes to the growing body of work that portrays family firm identity
as a source of competitive advantage. By demonstrating that early career job seekers, a cohort
that is often associated with a desire for innovation (Schroth, 2019), actually find the family firm
attractive, this study suggests that the positive attributes of “familiness” highlighted in previous
literature such as trustworthiness, long-term orientation, and authenticity, may now outweigh
historical negative stereotypes (Habbershon & Williams, 1999; Hauswald et al., 2015; Zellweger
et al., 2012). This shift suggests that the family firm label can serve as a powerful branding tool

to attract talent in an increasingly competitive global labor market.
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Finally, the dissertation provides insights into how job seekers process multiple,
potentially conflicting organizational signals simultaneously. Theoretically, when an organization
signals two distinct identities, such as stability of a family firm and the risk-taking on an
entrepreneurially oriented firm, there is potential for signal conflict or dilution (Connelly et al.,
2011; Walker et al., 2011). However, the lack of a significant interaction between EO and family
firm status in this study suggests a parallel processing mechanism.

This finding contributes to the literature on signal consistency and clarity by showing that
job seekers can process and value multiple identity signals independently. It indicates that the
entrepreneurial strategic posture (Moser et al., 2017) and the family ownership structure
(Zellweger et al., 2012) are perceived as distinct dimensions of organizational identity that do not
necessarily conflict or amplify one another (Highhouse et al., 2003; Lievens et al., 2016). This
offers a more nuanced view of signaling theory, suggesting that as long as individual signals are
perceived as credible and authentic, they can co-exist within a firm’s employer brand to attract
diverse segments of the labor market without causing cognitive dissonance or undermining the
overall perception of attractiveness. Furthermore, research on identity-based signaling indicates
that a clear family firm identity can serve as a “reputational shield”, allowing stakeholders to
grant the organization the “benefit of the doubt” and infer more favorable motives when specific
information regarding organizational conduct is unknown (Jaufenthaler et al., 2026).

Methodologically, the study’s use of a within-subjects experimental design represents an
innovative approach in recruitment research, allowing participants to directly compare multiple
organizational profiles as they would in a real-life job search scenario (Lievens & Highhouse,
2003; Slaughter et al., 2004). This design increases internal validity by controlling for individual

differences in participant judgement. Moreover, by using real-world company descriptions from
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actual job platforms, the study enhances ecological realism which is a recognized strength in
recruitment research aimed at understanding job seeker decision-making in authentic contexts
(Walker et al., 2011; Collins & Stevens, 2002). The use of validated measures, such as the
Organizational Attraction Scale developed by Highhouse et al. (2003), ensures methodological
rigor and comparability with previous studies (Uggerslev et al., 2012). Together, these design
choices position the study to make a meaningful empirical contribution to recruitment literature.
53 Implications for Practitioners

Perhaps the most significant practical implication of this research is the finding that
signaling family ownership is a positive driver of organizational attractiveness among early-
career job seekers. For years, family firms have been advised to be cautious when
communicating ownership status to avoid triggering negative stereotypes such as nepotism or
resistance to change (Arijs et al., 2018; Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Botero, 2014; Miller & Le
Breton-Miller, 2021). However, these results suggest that family firm owners should lean into
their family brand rather than hide it.

Owners and leaders should capitalize on this by prominently featuring their family-
owned status as a core component of their employer brand. This involves highlighting the
relational strengths inherent in family firms, such as stable leadership (Miller & Le Breton-
Miller, 2005), a long-term strategic horizon (Lumpkin et al., 2011), and a values-based culture
(Habershon & Williams, 1999). These attributes resonate with younger job seekers who may be
looking for authentic work environments (Hauswald et al., 2015; Schroth, 2019) and a sense of
community (Arijs et al., 2018; Jaufenthaler, 2023). Practitioners should provide ensure that

recruitment materials provide credible evidence of these traits, such as references to family
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history, founding stories, or testimonials from long-term nonfamily employees to reinforce the
legitimacy of the brand.

For recruitment marketers, the strong positive impact of Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO)
signals provides a clear roadmap for boosting job advertisement performance. Because EO
language functions as a heuristic for organizational vitality (Moser et al., 2017), marketers
should strategically embed specific words related to the dimensions of EO including
innovativeness, proactiveness, risk-taking, autonomy, and competitive aggression in their
company descriptions (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; Miller, 1983).

Marketers can improve the “pull” of their ads by using terms derived from validated
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dictionaries, such as “innovative,” “proactive,” “bold,” and “empowering” (Short et al., 2010).
Since the study found that even modest increases in EO language positively shape perceptions,
recruitment marketers can effectively differentiate their firm as a dynamic, growth orientated
environment. For family firms these signals help project a modern image. Marketers should
recognize that they do not need to choose between signaling stability and innovation; they can
draft an integrated value proposition that highlights both a stable, values driven foundation and a
dynamic professional atmosphere.

The significant effect of company familiarity on attractiveness ratings serves as an
important reminder of the hurdles faced by lesser known organizations. For these firms, the
research highlights a significant “familiarity gap” that must be bridged to compete with more
well known names. Practitioners at less familiar firms must rely more heavily on the specific
content and quality of their signals to build legitimacy (Cable & Turban, 2001; Turban, 2001).

Lesser-known firms can use EO signals to compensate for the lack of brand recognition

by creating an image of organizational vitality and excitement (Moser et al., 2017). To build
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credibility, these firms should pair EO language with high cost, high credibility signals such as
third-party awards, “Best Places To Work™ certifications, or references to patents and research
and development investments (Baum & Uberschaer, 2016). Because job seekers who are
unfamiliar with a firm will analyze the specific language of a job ad to reduce information
asymmetry, the crafting of the company description becomes a critical tool for these
organizations to stand out in a crowded marketplace.

5.4 Limitations of Study

While the findings of this dissertation provide some valuable insights into the signaling
effects of Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) and family firm identity, it is necessary to
acknowledge several limitations. These limitations, while inherent in experimental research,
offer important context for interpreting the study’s contributions and suggest avenues for future
research.

A primary limitation of this study relates to the organizational profiles used in the
experimental design. Family firms were selected based on inclusion in the 2025 EY and
University of St. Gallen Global 500 Family Business Index and nonfamily firms were selected as
being comparable organizations in the same or closely related industries. This focus was
intentional to ensure that participants could feasibly perceive the EO and family firms signals,
however it creates challenges for the generalizability of the results on two fronts: Firstly, the
selection criteria meant our selected companies were inherently larger organizations. The
dynamics of larger, multi-billion dollar enterprises are significantly different from a small or
medium sized locally-owned family business (Chau et al., 2012; Miller & Le Breton-Miller,

2021). In smaller firms the “familiness” signal may be more pronounced due to closer emotional
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ties (Miller et al., 2008), yet it may also be more heavily intertwined with negative stereotypes of
nepotism or restricted career growth (Barnett & Kellermanns, 2006; Phillips et al., 2024).

Secondly, this study was limited in industry scope, focusing on a few selected sectors to
maintain experimental control. Turban (2001) noted that results from a single firm or narrow set
of organizations may underestimate the effects of recruitment activities that could have a greater
variance across diverse industries. This concern is highly relevant, as industry context acts as a
crucial moderator of organizational strategies and performance (Dess & Lumpkin, 2005).
Different industries inherently carry signals that affect expectations and outcomes; for example,
research confirms that the positive relationship between Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) and
performance is strongest in high-tech industries because risk-taking and proactive behavior are
essential for coping with the inherent uncertainty of these sectors (Dess & Lumpkin, 2005).
Crucially, existing evidence suggests that the family firm’s typical advantage in efficiently
turning innovation input into output is significantly less positive when studies include samples
from high-tech industries, indicating that the appeal of these firms may be weakened in
innovation-heavy sectors (Duran et al., 2016).

A third limitation of this study concerns the characteristics of the participant pool. While
the sample size was substantial (N=272), it consisted primarily of late-stage undergraduate and
graduate students from a single large public university in the Southeast United States. Although
students are frequently used as ideal proxies for early-career job seekers, Baum and Uberschaer
(2018) caution that we do not know if such findings translate to more experienced job seekers
who may be less impressionable by symbolic signals.

The geographic concentration in the Southeast U.S. also limits the cultural

generalizability of the findings (Turban, 2001). Work values and perception of “family” as an
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organizational anchor can vary significantly across different regional and national cultures
(Baum & Kabst, 2013; Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2021).

The sample primarily represents members of Generation Z (born between 1997 and
2012), whose work values are uniquely shaped by shared historical and social life events
(Twenge et al., 2010). These preferences may be a “fixed” characteristic of this cohort’s specific
entry point into the labor market. Consequently, the finding that the job seekers value
independent identity signals may not be generalize to more experienced workers from older
generations, such as Baby Boomers or Generation X, whose strategic preferences were forged
under different economic and cultural conditions.

Finally, the methodological nature of the study presents a boundary to its findings. This
research employed a controlled experimental design using company descriptions from job
advertisements to systematically manipulate and isolate the impact of specific organizational
signals. While this approach ensures high internal validity by reducing common methods bias
(Baum & Uberschaer, 2018), it may not fully capture the multi-stage complexity of real-world
recruitment (Chapman et al., 2005; Turban, 2001). Because participants responded to
hypothetical scenarios, the results reflect initial perceptions rather than actual observable
behaviors (Cable & Judge, 1996). In live environments, additional instrumental signals like
salary and job descriptions may moderate the identity signals studied here (Van Hoye & Lievens,
2009; Turban, 2001); thus, future research should link these perceptions to actual application
decisions and long-term hiring outcomes.

5.5 Recommendations for Future Research
The present study focused on examining how Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) signals

and family firm ownership status embedded in the company descriptions in job ads influence
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organizational attractiveness among early-career job seekers. While this research provides
important insights into the independent effects of organizational signals, there are several
additional promising avenues for future research. In particular, future studies could extend this
work by incorporating individual-level differences, perceptual mechanisms, and values-based
alignment to more fully explain for whom and why recruitment signals are effective.

One natural extension of this research is to examine the role of individual entrepreneurial
orientation (IEO) in shaping how applicants respond to EO and family firm ownership signals.
IEO reflects stable individual differences in innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk-taking, and
has been shown to influence career preferences and opportunity evaluation (Miller, 1983; Bolton
& Lane, 2012). From a trait activation and signaling perspective, EO signals in recruitment
materials may be more salient and motivating for individuals whose dispositional orientations
align with entrepreneurial characteristics (Moser et al., 2017).

Future research could therefore examine IEO as a moderator of the relationship between
EO signals and organizational attractiveness. For example, EO-rich job advertisements may be
particularly attractive to individuals high in IEO, which having weaker or negligible effects for
individuals low in IEO. Such an approach would extend the current findings by shifting the focus
from average signal effects to individual differences in signal interpretation, thereby offering a
more nuanced understanding of applicant heterogeneity.

Although the present study demonstrates that EO and family firm ownership signals
influence organizational attractiveness, it does not directly test the psychological mechanisms
underlying these relationships. Future research could address this limitation by examining
perceived person-organization (P-O) fit as a modelling mechanism linking recruitment signals to

attraction outcomes. P-O fit theory highlights the congruence between individual values and
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preferences and perceived organizational characteristics (Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, &
Johnson, 2005). The theory holds that job seekers are more likely to be attracted to organizations
that have values and cultures that are aligned with their own preferences. Research has
consistently shown that a greater level of P-O fit is associated with a greater OA and job pursuit
intention (Judge & Cable, 1997). As illustration of this point, research by Lievens, Decaesteker,
Coetsier, and Geirmaert (2001) found that symbolic organizational characteristics strongly
influenced P-O-fit perceptions, reinforcing their importance in recruitment signaling.

EO signals may enhance organizational attractiveness by signaling opportunities for
innovation, autonomy, and growth, which in turn increase perceived fit for individuals seeking
entrepreneurial work environments. Similarly, family firm ownership signals may increase
attractiveness by conveying values such as stability, continuity, and relational orientation,
thereby enhancing values-based P-O fit. Testing P-O fit as a mediator would allow future studies
to move beyond signal detection to examine how applicants cognitively interpret organizational
cues when forming attraction judgements.

Another promising direction involves leveraging measures of ideal workplace values to
examine values congruence effects in recruitment (Twenge et al., 2010). Applicants differ in the
extent to which they prioritize employment characteristics such innovation, autonomy, security,
relational culture, or long-term orientation, and these preferences likely shape how organizational
signals are evaluated.

Future research could investigate whether congruence between an individual’s ideal
workplace values and the values implied by recruitment signals strengthens organizational
attractiveness. For example, individuals who prioritize innovation and growth may respond more

favorably to EO signals, whereas individuals who prioritize stability and long-term commitment
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may respond to family firm ownership cues. Incorporating values congruence would allow future
studies to examine how recruitment signals function as value-laden cues rather than universally
positive attributes.

While this study focused on the symbolic symbols of Entrepreneurial orientation (EO)
and family firm identity, future research should investigate how these cultural markers interact
with instrumental signals, such as compensation, benefits, and job security (Lievens &
Highhouse, 2003). Instrumental signals provide tangible information about a job’s utility, which
often serves as the primary basis for initial applicant screening (Chapman et al., 2005; Turban,
2001).

This line of inquiry is particularly vital given that the “Generation Z” cohort studied here
exhibits a complex relationship with workplace rewards, placing a significantly higher value on
extrinsic factors, such as salary and status, compared to previous generations (Twenge et al.,
2010). In the context of family firms, high-quality instrumental signals may serve a dual purpose:
they provide economic utility which simultaneously acting as a “professional signal” that
counteracts negative stereotypes of nepotism or limited career growth commonly associated with
family enterprises (Barber, 1988; Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2021).

Specifically, future studies could investigate the “tipping point” at which a highly
entrepreneurial culture or a strong family identity can either compensate for or be undermined by
lower-than-average starting salaries (Chapman et al., 2005). Understanding these trade-offs is
essential for firms that may lack the massive recruitment budgets of multi-billon dollar
corporations but possess unique “familiness” assets that can be leveraged if paired with the right

instrumental mix (Miller & Le Breton-Miller, 2021).
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Taken together, these future research directions highlight several theoretically rich and
practically relevant opportunities to extend the present study. By incorporating individual
entrepreneurial orientation, perceived P-O fit, and ideal workplace values, as well as
instrumental signals, future research can advance a more person-centric and mechanism-based
understanding of recruitment signaling. Such extensions would further clarify how organizational
signals shape organizational attractiveness in increasingly competitive global labor markets.

Given the positive influence of family firm ownership observed in the study, a critical
next step for future research would be to unpack the specific characteristics of family firms that
drive these favorable perceptions among early-career job seekers. While prior theory and
empirical work suggest attributes like trustworthiness, authenticity, employee centricity, and
long-term orientation are likely mechanisms, these dimensions were not directly measured
here.Future studies could examine which of these characteristics are more salient to job seekers,
how they are weighed relative to one another, and whether their importance varies by career
stage, labor market conditions, or individual values. Disentangling these underlying attributes
would advance signaling theory by moving beyond, ownership labels to a more precise
understanding of how relational identity cues are decoded by job seekers.

A related avenue for future research concerns how non-family firms might strategically
signal similar relational qualities to garner some of the same advantages that come with family
ownership. For example, non-family firms may be able to highlight indicators of stability, trust,
and employee commitment by providing examples of internal career progression, long-term
employee tenure, or long-term investment in people to approximate the positive inferences
commonly associated with family firms. Future research could explore whether such signals

function as effective substitutes, and whether job seekers perceive these efforts as credible.
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Additionally, scholars might examine heterogeneity among family firms themselves, recognizing
that family ownership is not monolithic and that governance structures, generational
involvement, and professionalization systematically shape job seekers’ perceptions of
organizational attractiveness and the signals they infer from family ownership.
5.6 Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to examine how entrepreneurial orientation and family
firm ownership signals shape perception of organizational attractiveness among early-career job
seekers in the contemporary recruitment job market. Based on the findings, both signals
independently enhance employer attractiveness, demonstrating that family firm identity is no
longer interpreted as a disadvantage and instead conveys positive attributes, while
entrepreneurial orientation also separately enhances the attractiveness the perception of
prospective employers. Importantly, these findings indicate that these signals operate separately
rather than as either enhancing or conflicting signals in the eyes of job seekers. Taken together,
this research opens promising avenues for further inquiry into how job seekers integrate identity-
based and strategic signals when forming impressions of potential employers, and how
organizations can more deliberately craft recruitment communications to align with changing

labor market expectations.
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APPENDIX A — DISSERTATION SURVEY QUESTIONS
Dissertation Survey Questions

1. What is your age?

2. What is your gender?
L1 Male

L] Female
L] Non-binary / Third gender
L1 Prefer not to say

3. What is your current level of study?
L] Graduate
[0 Undergraduate

3. What is your current field of study?
U] (Include list here)

What is your major?
What is your minor (if any)?

If Undergraduate, what is your current year?
0 First Year

L] Second Year

0] Third Year

U] Fourth Year

What is your GPA?

4. How many years of full-time work experience do you have (35+ hours/week)?
[ None

L] Less than 1 year

] 1-2 years

[] 3-5 years

L1 More than 5 years

5. How many years of part-time work experience do you have?
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L1 None

L] Less than 1 year
L] 1-2 years

L1 3-5 years

L1 More than 5 years

6. Have you ever started or helped start a business, side hustle, or nonprofit?
0 Yes

0 No
If yes, how many times?

Have your parents, or role models/mentors that are important to you, started their own
businesses?

[ Yes
O No
[ Not sure

7. Have you taken any courses, workshops, or training programs related to entrepreneurship /
starting your own business?

Ll Yes

L No

0] Not sure
If yes, how many have you taken?

8. Have you ever worked for a family-owned business?
0] Yes

0 No

L] Not sure

How many family businesses have you worked for?
Was it your own family’s business?

O Yes
O No

Does your family operate their own business?
O Yes
L No
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If yes, do you plan to work for the family business after you graduate?
Ol Yes

L No

L1 Not sure

Before reading this description, were you familiar with this company and what it does?

[ Yes

O No

Using a scale from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Completely Agree), to what extent do you agree with the
following statements:

. This company is attractive to me as a place for employment.

. I would gladly accept a job offer from this company.

. I would make this company one of my first choices as an employer.

. This company is a good place to work.

. I would not be interested in pursuing employment with this company. (reverse-coded)
. My personal values match the values and culture of this organization.

. I would feel a sense of belonging in this organization.

. There is a good fit between what I value and what this organization values.

00 NN N KWW
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APPENDIX B — WORD LIST FOR ENTREPRENEURIAL ORIENTATION DIMENSIONS

Table 3
Word Lists for Entrepreneurial Orientation Dimensions

Entrepreneurial Orientation
Dimension Content Analysis Words With Expert Validation

Autonomy Ad-liberty, authority, authorization, autonomic, autonomous, autonomy, decon-
trol, deregulation, distinct, do-it-yourself, emancipation, free, freedom, free-
thinking, independence, independent, liberty, license, on-one’s-own, preroga-
tive, self-directed, self-directing, self-direction, self-rule, self-ruling, separate,
sovereign, sovereignty, unaffiliated, unattached, unconfined, unconnected,
unfettered, unforced, ungoverned, unregulated

Innovativeness Ad-lib, adroit, adroitness, bright-idea, change, clever, cleverness, conceive,
concoct, concoction, concoctive, conjure-up, create, creation, creative, crea-
tivity, creator, discover, discoverer, discovery, dream, dream-up, envisage,
envision, expert, form, formulation, frame, framer, freethinker, genesis, genius,
gified, hit-upon, imagination, imaginative, imagine, improvise, ingenious,
ingenuity, initiative, initiator, innovate, innovation, inspiration, inspired,
invent, invented, invention, inventive, inventiveness, inventor, make-up,
mastermind, master-stroke, metamorphose, metamorphosis, neoleric, neoter-
1sm, neolerize, new, new-wrinkle, innovation, novel, novelty, original, on-
ginality, originate, origination, originative, originator, patent, radical, recast,
recasting, resourceful, resourcefulness, restyle, restyling, revolutionize, see-
things, think-up, trademark, vision, visionary, visualize

Proactiveness Anticipate, envision, expect, exploration, exploratory, explore, forecast, fore-
glimpse, foreknow, foresee, foretell, forward-looking, inguire, inguiry, inves-
tigate, investigation, look-into, opportunity-seeking, proactive, probe,
prospect, research, scrutinization, scrutiny, search, study, survey

Competitive aggressiveness  Achievement, aggressive, ambitious, antagonist, antagonistic, aspirant, battle,
battler, capitalize, challenge, challenger, combat, combative, compete, comp-
eter, competing, competition, competitive, competitor, competitory, conflict-
ing, contemd, contender, contentious, contest, contestant, cutthroat, defend,
dog-eat-dog, enemy, engape, entrant, exploit, fierce, fight, fighter, foe, intense,
intensified. intensive, jockey-for-position, joust, jouster, leck-horns, opponent,
oppose, opposing, opposition, play-against, ready-to-fight, rival, spar, strive,
striving, struggle, tussle, vying, wresile

Risk taking Adventuresome, adventurous, andacious, bet, bold, bold-spirited, brash, brave,
chance, chancy, courageous, danger, dangerous, dare, daredevil, daring,
dauntless, dicey, enterprising, fearless, gamble, gutsy, headlong, incautious,
intrepid, plunge, precarious, rash, reckless, risk, risky, stake, temerity, uncer-
lain, venture, venturesome, wager

Additional inductively Advanced, advantage, commercialization, customer-centric, customized,

derived words develop, developed, developing, development, developments, emerging,
enterprise, enterprises, entreprencurial, exposure, exposures, feature, features,
founding, high-value, initiated, initiatives, innovations, innovative, introduc-
tions, launch, launched, leading, opportunities, opportunity, orginated, out-
doing, outthinking, patents, proprieiary, prospects, prototyping, pursuing, risks,
unique, veniures

Source: Deductive word lists were developed with the aid of Rodale’s (1978) The Symomym Finder. Of the T17
words generated by The Symomvm Finder and the 43 words added by our two raters, 244 words were selected by
both raters as representative of entrepreneurial orientation and were retained for subsequent analyses.
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APPENDIX C — COMPANY DESCRIPTIONS

Company descriptions were gathered from the “About” section on LinkedIn— Gathered May 16,
2025. Limited modifications were made to vary EO levels.

Standard Industries
Standard Industries is a global industrial company with businesses spanning building solutions
and specialty chemicals and annual revenues of approximately $11 billion. Founded in 1886,
Standard Industries is proud to remain a privately held, family-owned enterprise, guided by a
long tradition of stewardship and innovation. Across its platform, Standard has over 20,000
employees in approximately 50 countries. Standard Building Solutions includes GAF, the largest
roofing and waterproofing manufacturer in North America, and BMI, the largest manufacturer of
both flat and pitched roofing in Europe, as well as Schiedel, SGI, and Standard Logistics.
Standard Performance Materials includes W. R. Grace & Co., the leading global supplier of
catalysts, engineered materials, and fine chemicals. Through its investment platform, Standard
Investments, and real estate arm, Winter Properties, Standard also manages a broad portfolio that
spans public equities, ventures, and real estate with a focus on companies and assets that operate
at the intersection of industry and technology. Our teams continually innovate, show initiative,
and embrace an entrepreneurial spirit. We create and develop new solutions, take bold steps to
transform industries, and apply a visionary, proactive, and imaginative approach to building the
future.

Central National Gottesman Inc.
We are an $8 billion sales and distribution organization that owns businesses brands focused on
the global pulp, paper, tissue, packaging, wood products and metals industries. Our portfolio
features a diverse array of products with one thing in common: All are used daily in businesses,
homes and industries around the world. CNG is privately held and employs more than 3,000
people in 29 countries around the world, from customer service and sales to logistics and support
teams. With a foundation of more than 136 years of family ownership, CNG offers market
knowledge and adaptability to create value and develop opportunities for our customers and
suppliers worldwide. Visit our website to see a full list of our global locations and career
opportunities.

Veritiv Operating Company
Veritiv Operating Company, headquartered in Atlanta, is a publicly traded provider of
packaging, hygiene and facility solutions, print and publishing products, and logistics and supply
chain management services. With distribution centers throughout the U.S. and Mexico, Veritiv
serves a wide range of industries and customers across North America and globally. Veritiv was
founded on July 1, 2014, through the merger of International Paper’s xpedx division and the
parent company of Unisource Worldwide and the company employs almost 10,000 team
members worldwide who work together to support customer needs and strengthen business
relationships. With a solutions-first mindset, Veritiv continues to develop efficient practices and
create value for customers. Guided by its CODE of Values, the company promotes collaboration,
responsibility, and sustainability in all areas of business.
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Republic National Distributing Company
Republic National Distributing Company (RNDC) is one of the nation’s leading wholesale
alcoholic beverage distributors. With operations in 39 states and the District of Columbia, RNDC
provides suppliers with access to a wide network of customers. Established on May 1, 2007
through the merger of Republic Beverage Company and National Distributing Company, the
company is corporately managed and supported by investors that ensure stability and
accountability across its operations. RNDC employs thousands of associates who work with
enthusiasm to deliver outstanding service to suppliers and customers. With a focus on building
trusted relationships, RNDC encourages employee initiative in providing solutions that
strengthen customer partnerships and maintain its reputation as a distributor of choice.

Sprouts Farmers Market
Sprouts Farmers Market (NASDAQ: SFM), headquartered in Phoenix, Arizona, is a national
grocery retailer with more than 350 stores across 23 states and over 35,000 team members.
Founded in 2002, Sprouts brings a fresh, open-layout shopping experience that highlights
produce at the center of the store and emphasizes natural, healthy living. Sprouts has grown
rapidly to become one of the fastest expanding grocery retailers in the country. The company
partners with suppliers nationwide to provide organic, plant-based, and gluten-free options, while
maintaining competitive prices and dependable service. Employees at Sprouts are encouraged to
take initiative, apply an entrepreneurial mindset, and use imagination in finding new ways to
serve customers. Sprouts continues to develop innovative programs, create wellness-driven
offerings, and launch new formats that transform the grocery experience. The leadership team
embraces a visionary outlook, takes bold steps in expanding markets, and stays proactive in
anticipating consumer needs. Guided by a pioneering spirit, Sprouts remains dedicated to helping
customers live healthier lives while delivering long-term value to shareholders.

Meijer, Inc.
It takes guts to start a business during the Great Depression. And it takes vision to keep it going.
Our founder, Hendrik Meijer, opened Thrifty Acres in 1934. Nearly thirty years later, his son,
Fred, pioneered the world's first-ever supercenter, laying the groundwork for what we are today:
a multi-billion-dollar household name in retail with over 30,000 associates. But we’re not
stopping there. We recently launched the nation’s largest grocery home-delivery service, once
again driving innovation in the grocery shopping experience. While a lot has changed over the
years, one thing remains the same: we are still family-owned. That sense of family is
fundamental to everything we do. It’s the difference between selling a product and serving a
community, and it’s the reason we’ve given back over $30 million to local food pantries in the
last ten years. We encourage our teams to innovate, show initiative, and embrace an
entrepreneurial mindset. Together we are developing new services, taking bold steps to transform
retail, and applying a visionary and imaginative approach to serving our communities while
staying proactive in anticipating customer needs.
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USG Corporation
USG Corporation, part of the Knauf Group, is a global leader in building materials and
manufacturing solutions. Founded over a century ago and headquartered in Chicago, USG
operates through its Gypsum, Performance Materials, and Ceilings divisions, producing a wide
range of wall, ceiling, flooring, sheathing, and roofing products. USG employs 7,500 people
worldwide and is best known for its Sheetrock®, Durock®, and Securock® brands. Its products
support the construction of homes, offices, schools, and infrastructure, serving customers across
multiple continents. The company invests heavily in research and product development, working
with customers to innovate, create advanced solutions, develop sustainable materials, and
transform the building experience. Teams are encouraged to show initiative, take bold steps, and
embrace a visionary and imaginative mindset. With an entrepreneurial spirit and a proactive
approach to market needs, USG continues to expand its global reach while driving progress in
building technologies.

Southern Glazer’s Wine & Spirits
Southern Glazer’s Wine & Spirits is the world’s pre-eminent distributor of alcoholic beverages,
and proud to be a multi-generational, family-owned company since 1968. We have operations in
47 states and Canada and employ over 17,000 team members. We offer an array of careers
focused on delivering a captivating and rewarding experience. We challenge our colleagues
every step of the way and provide them with tools to grow, succeed and accomplish their
personal and professional goals. Together, we can deliver the highest quality service to each of
our customers and put you on the career path you’ve been looking for, while encouraging
initiative in how you grow your career.
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