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Summary
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The opportunities for the Employer Branding profession 
have never been greater - but it faces challenges in terms of 
message consistency, diversity, investment, metrics, internal 
communications alignment and experiential impacts.

If nothing else, the events of the last year have emphasised both the robustness and 
the agility of the UK labour market. It’s entirely excusable to have assumed that 
the pandemic would have brought about an absolute meltdown as far as domestic 
unemployment was concerned. And, quite clearly, there has been much personal, 
professional and sectoral suffering. According to the ONS, some 693,000 jobs were 
lost in the year ending March 2021. Fields such hospitality and non-food retail have 
struggled hugely and account for nearly 500,000 of those lost jobs. 

However, there are some tangible, topical signs that our labour market is starting to 
pick up. The ONS reports a 16% surge in vacancies in this year’s Q1. 

This is the steepest level of job creation in four years. Adzuna reports, again via the 
ONS, that online job postings from April 9th matched those from pre-pandemic 
February 2020. Mid April saw Robert Walters report a 349% weekly increase in 
London-based banking jobs. And the PMI index rose to 60, its highest reading since 
2013 in April. The Bank of England, too, is now forecasting that UK GDP will increase 
by 7.25% this year - the fastest growth since the second world war In February, its 
estimate was just 5%.

This has been an incredibly challenging last year for employers, employees and 
would-be employees alike. However, the jobs market is hugely sensitive to changes in 
sentiment and outlook. These are changes that Talent Acquisition specialists need to 
keep close to and understand their implications. Competition for digital, engineering 
and healthcare talent never went away. And, with the lockdown being incrementally 
dismantled, even the hospitality sector is hiring once again.

It’s for these reasons, that I decided to take the pulse of the UK Employer Branding 
marketplace, in order to gain an understanding of intentions and activities looking 
ahead, not back.

The following statistics and insights are the result of an online survey conducted 
amongst in-house Talent Acquisition professionals this month. Just short of 100 such 
professionals very kindly responded on an anonymous basis. 

I hope you find the white paper interesting, insightful and potentially challenging.



Key emerging points
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•  Employer branding activities and messaging needs to be mindful of our shifting 
economy and labour market - the ONS reported a 16% increase in Q1 vacancies, 
the steepest level of job creation in four years;

•  49% of our survey are anticipating an increase in Employer Branding spend, and 
another 44% feel their spend will remain the same;

•   64% feel there will be a significant amount of focus on their Employer Brand over the 
next 12 months from within their organisations;

•  58% see more investment in and focus on D&I within their Employer Branding 
initiatives;

•  Just 22% feel they will not be challenged by either retention or recruitment issues this 
year - the rest will be;

•  70% have EVPs a year and more old. What people expect from an employer has 
changed exponentially over the last 12 months. Can a two-year old EVP point the 
way forward?

•  With significant numbers wanting their EVP to be both more inclusive and more 
differentiated - how achievable is such a balance?

•  Just 7% do not feel their employer and consumer brands will not become more 
closely aligned over the next 12 months. The profile and importance of an Employer 
Brand has grown over the last year - but who will own it?

•  34% felt the key challenge facing their Employer Brand was around consistency of 
message - how can practitioners emphasise the importance of internal message 
alignment?

•  It feels much easier to control fixed elements of the Employer Brand journey - ATS, 
careers site and messaging - over the experiences a candidate will encounter. There 
is so much about an Employer Brand that is out of the control of practitioners - much 
of their challenge is around internal persuasion and education.

•  Just 10% feel they have at hand Employer Branding metrics capable of influencing 
senior leadership;

•  Delivering responsive employee stories in an agile fashion remains a key challenge 
for the function, particularly at a time when sentiments and markets move so 
quickly;

•  There appears a current chasm between Employer Branding messages and those 
relating to culture and internal communications.



Introduction
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By way of context, the individuals who took the time to fill in the survey were largely 
from their organisation’s Talent Acquisition function or from its Employer Branding 
team. No one identified themselves as working in comms or marketing. 

The industry sector occupied by such organisations ranged from utilities, to education 
and pharmaceuticals, with some relative concentrations in finance, digital and 
engineering. 53% of our survey suggested that employer branding was owned by 
the TA, recruitment or EB teams, with another 20% indicating that such ownership 
belonged to the broader HR team.

The following individuals from the Employer Branding and 
Talent Acquisition profession were kind enough to provide their 
own thoughts around our research and its findings. We couldn’t 
be more appreciative.

JULIE GRIGGS HR Director, Buckinghamshire New University

JACKIE HALLUMS  Employer Brand and Talent Acquisition Centre of Expertise, 
Coca-Cola Europacific Partners

ALISON HERON  Employer Brand & Employee Experience Lead,  
GSK Consumer Healthcare

SARAH LANGTON Global Head of Recruitment, Clifford Chance

CRAIG MORGANS Global Head of Talent Acquisition, IWG plc

LAURA PRICE Employer Brand Lead for Security, BT



Optimism
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Perhaps the most obvious reflection on the answers to the 20 questions our 
participants answered is one of positivity. Areas such as employer branding would have 
felt somewhat precarious in the immediate aftermath of March 2020, when the full 
implications of the first lockdown became clear. However, a year on and professionals 
within the space appear nearly giddily optimistic. 

Over the next 12 months, I anticipate the amount we spend on Employer Branding 
will:

49% of our group anticipated seeing more year-on-year investment in their employer 
branding and 44% felt such an amount would remain the same. Given the weakness 
of the labour market for a good part of the last year - admittedly not in all sectors - it 
might have been all too easy for organisations to seek savings in areas such as talent 
acquisition and people messaging. This does not appear to be the picture emerging. 
Although there is a sense that those people filling in this survey are potentially more 
likely to feel positive about the next year, it does feel as though employer branding is 
not now as financially vulnerable to short-term cost cutting exercises as might have 
been the case in previous economic downturns.
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“Your employer brand affects your ability to effectively engage, attract, hire and 
retain talent, so it ’s refreshing to see the level of optimism reflected within this paper 
& the levels of investment either remaining consistent or increasing. There’s a lot 
of good talent in the market that ’s been looked after and as a result, will be more 
loyal and less likely to want to move. Given the power and impact an organisations 
EB can have, cutting the spend or budget is a counter intuitive measure. Now, more 
than ever is not the time to stay quiet.” 

Craig Morgans 
Global Head of Talent Acquisition, IWG plc

It feels as though employer branding is now being valued now as a key organisational 
tool, which has value and impact both internally and externally, in a way that, very 
simply, a decade ago would not have been the case. There has been much talk about 
how an organisation’s employer branding is inextricably aligned to the way it treated its 
people during the pandemic. And this is perhaps the motivation behind the next graph.

To what extent do you agree with the following statement?

The impact of Covid means there will not be a huge amount of focus on our 
Employer Brand over the next 12 months
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Because our survey takes in participants from a wide range of industry sectors, some 
will be emerging from Covid with more of a swagger than others. Even given this, 
just 20% of our survey feel their organisation will place little focus around employer 
branding over the next 12 months, with a significant 65% disagreeing with the view. 
How organisations build back, how they recruit, how they engage and enthuse their 
current workforce is likely to be a major influence on their success over the next year. 
Such sentiment feels positive and if more and more headlines emerge pointing to the 
return of a candidate driven labour market, this will only accelerate.

To what extent do you agree with the following statement?

The importance of our Employer Brand has been recognised to a much greater 
extent over the last 12 months within our organisation

 

Such a theme is illustrated clearly through answers to this question. The importance 
of and the difference that Employer Branding has made, particularly internally, over 
the last year has seen it grow and mature. When organisations have been faced with 
challenges both real and existential, their ability to support, reassure and engage 
with their people, wherever they are, has been critical. There is a genuine sentiment 
that Employer Branding is maturing as a function and is increasingly seen as a key 
tool emphasising an organisation’s commitment to its people. Both its current and 
future people. As we touch on later, the delivery of positive messages regarding how 
an organisation engaged with its people during the pandemic creates a halo effect 
around both its candidate and consumer activities.
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Future intentions
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If resourcing practitioners seem confident about the internal traction behind their 
employer brand and on-going investment, it’s important, then, to understand what 
sort of priorities they envisage for it. Of all the various activities that combine to create 
an employer brand, which are the ones that employers are most likely to be investing in 
over the next year? 

The results feel important and very much of their time. The last year or so has witnessed 
blunt and compelling reminders about how crucial diversity and inclusion is right around 
the world. And the workplace is certainly no exception. From being the right and 
important thing to do, through to accessing different talent pools, as well as ensuring 
that existing talent pools feel able to concentrate on their work rather than their 
acceptance, diversity is a key area of focus for employer branding investment. 

There will clearly be areas of crossover and connectivity. Those organisations seeking to 
reinvigorate their EVP, will be doing it through a diversity lens and the outputs are likely 
to be articulated via a new careers site. 

However much we spend on our Employer Brand over the next 12 months, we will 
probably shift more of this spend towards
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It’s interesting then that more than 20% of survey participants felt that an invigorated 
EVP represented a key investment priority for their employer brand over the next 12 
months. And this was a subject we tried to tease out in more detail.

When was the last time you reviewed your EVP? 
 
 
 

On the surface, responses to this question appear broadly positive. Less than 10% 
of participants are working in an organisation whose EVP is two or more years old. 
Everyone else, then, has a much more topical EVP or is about to embark on such a 
process. Given, however, what has happened across society and the workplace over 
the last year, then an EVP crafted prior to the pandemic must only have accidental 
relevance. There can be few people working whose relationship with and perception 
of their employer (and, indeed, the broader concept of work itself) has remained 
unchanged over the last year. And such changes can be just as positive as they are 
negative. Some organisations have gone above and beyond the proposition they 
deliver to their employees. They have supported. They have cared. They have been 
present. 

Others have fallen woefully short. What we expect from an employer and where we 
expect to work have changed exponentially over the last 12 months. 
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To continue reaching out to employees and candidates alike with a pre-pandemic 
message - or certainly one that doesn’t at least acknowledge Covid and its impact - 
seems to diminish the on-going damage and destruction it has wrought. 

“There’s also those organisations that have NEVER looked at EVP and with 
colleagues having increasing confidence in the external marketplace to affect a 
move, they should begin to turn their attention to this not just from an attraction 
perspective but also from a retention lens.” 

Julie Griggs 
HR Director, Buckinghamshire New University

Even those organisations who have spent the last 12 months revisiting their EVP must 
have a concern that this work was created in and relates to a different era. Certainly, 
as we suggest earlier, the labour market today is not the same as it was last summer. 
Retention was a minor concern to most organisations at that point. Today, employees 
have increasing choice and options and are far less likely to put up with salary and 
career progression frustrations than might have been the case even nine months ago. 
Interestingly, a later question during our survey touched on what our participants felt 
about how the employee experience they provide may evolve, particularly in the light of 
Covid’s impact and whether this, in turn, might shape their EVP.

To what extent do you agree with the following statement?

We are likely to shape our employee experience around some of the ways Covid has 
effected people and this will be part of our EVP.
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It does feel as though employers will be spending time engaging with their people 
audiences in order to re-shape both the workplace and the employee experience, given 
the impact of Covid. No surprise, then, that this will go on to influence the EVP they 
take to both internal and external people audiences.

“I think this is fundamental to the EVP of the future - or indeed now. I think the 
concept of EX is still relatively new in a lot of organisations and the EVP is still 
seen as what you attract external talent with. But reflecting the lived experience 
of your employees has got to be the EVP so that there’s congruence internally and 
externally.”

Alison Heron,  
Employer Brand & Employee Experience Lead, GSK Consumer Healthcare

“All the things we already knew were important have been brought into even sharper 
focus during Covid…a focus on the ‘whole person’, valuing the individual and 
creating a sense of inclusion and belonging, attention to health and well-being, 
all manifest as your employer brand. Reflecting and projecting our culture and 
employee experience - and trusting our employees to showcase this - will be the 
focus for 2021.”

Jackie Hallums 
Employer Brand and Talent Acquisition Centre of Expertise,  

Coca-Cola Europacific Partners

Even if, however, a full EVP revisitation project isn’t being planned, then employers need 
to ensure that they are listening to their people more regularly and more intuitively than 
ever before. And being seen to act on what they have heard. What are such people 
looking for from their employer as we emerge from Covid? And how can employees 
actively help shape not only the workplace but also their organisation’s response to the 
post-pandemic challenges?

Interestingly, we followed up the question above with one asking, even if there was 
no intention of changing their EVP right now, what key elements it needed to orient 
towards. 
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“A key that prospective employees are looking for will be some evidence of changing 
perspective as a result of COVID. If you absolutely look the same with no discernible 
shift of what ’s valued or commitment to flexibility (where possible), I think that ’s 
going to be a difficult sell, particularly at a senior level.”

Julie Griggs

Again, backing up the desire for EVPs to touch all employees and candidate pools, the 
most populous answer, with 42%, was a desire for their proposition to become more 
inclusive. Consistent with this, a desire to create more sense of belonging also attracted 
22% of our participants.

“I struggle with this idea - surely the EVP is about what you stand for as an 
organisation and what the deal is when you join - so it ’s not going to touch all 
external candidate pools, nor should you want it to. Think there’s a difference 
between being inclusive as an organisation and the talent pools you want to reach.”

Alison Heron

“Definitely agree on spend focused on diversity. Diversity and Inclusion cannot just 
be a tick box, we have to put provisions in place to ensure that we are reflecting 
our communities at all levels and that our messaging is not excluding any groups. 
This has to be done thoughtfully and strategically, this isn’t about token imagery, 
it ’s about the underpinnings of what we are as an organisation, our culture, our 
processes and our behaviours”.

Julie Griggs

There’s a slight irony that the second most popular option selected, behind inclusive, 
was for their EVP to be more differentiated. Is there an inherent challenge for an EVP 
seeking to reach out to the broadest possible audience, that it risks becoming a bland, 
vanilla construct, identical to many within a sector?



Employer branding challenges and opportunities
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A subject that has prompted much current dialogue is around the potential 
convergence of consumer/institutional branding with an organisation’s employer 
branding. Personally, I think that the pandemic has accelerated this. We now look at 
organisations through the lens of how they treated their people during Covid. There is 
much emotion and sensitivity around what we view as employee abuse. Would we want 
to shop and buy from organisations which have been less than supportive, less than 
empathetic, less than inclusive? The answer, increasingly, suggests not. A view backed 
up by two very recent pieces of research:

•  90% of consumers want organisations to apply their best efforts into safeguarding 
the health and financial security of their employees (Edelman Trust);

•  62% of consumers have stopped buying from an organisation which treats its 
employees poorly (CareerArc).

The point has been made regularly over the last 12 months that your Employer Brand 
is how you have treated your people during Covid and lockdown. And there’s a lot to be 
said that such treatment influences not only your reputation as an employer but your 
reputation full stop. 

“We have certainly seen a priority shift amongst our target candidate population, 
across the world. They are placing more emphasis on company values and culture, 
and want to see more content that relates to what we stand for and how we treat 
our people. At a time when all interactions with prospective and current candidates 
are virtual, organisations need to be really careful to ensure that what they say or 
portray in their employer branding is echoed in the interactions such people have 
with the individuals in that organisation. And that such interactions reflect what the 
employees from that organisation are saying themselves on social media. Employee 
advocacy (or its absence) has become extremely important over the last 18 months. 
According to LinkedIn, people are 16 times more likely to read a post from a friend 
about a brand/organisation than from the brand/organisation itself ”.

Sarah Langton 
Global Head of Recruitment, Clifford Chance

Hence one of the questions we put to this audience was around the future relationship 
between employer brand and its consumer cousin.
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To what extent do you agree with the following statement?

I think our Employer Brand will become much more closely aligned with our 
consumer/institutional brand over the next 12 months.

 

It feels as though there will be increasing convergence between the employer brand 
and consumer reputation. And the implications of this will vary from organisation 
to organisation. For some, there may be concerns about TA and recruitment losing 
ownership of and influence over employer branding messages. For others, this may 
mean greater investment, greater metrics and greater rigour applied to the employer 
brand construct. 

Emerging with an enhanced employer brand from the pandemic, however, will take 
significant amounts of sensitivity, knowledge and insight of the talent landscape. 

And such sensitivity and agility is required, because for our employer branding 
practitioners there are plenty of threats out there. 
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What is the biggest challenge your Employer Brand faces over the next 12 months?

This feels like a fascinating picture of what lies ahead. The themes of either insufficient 
buy-in or insufficient investment feel linked and we will return to these shortly. Similarly, 
this investment also extends to not having a large enough team to deliver employer 
branding. 

However, perhaps the two most interesting themes coming out of this question relate 
to competitor pressure and consistency of message. The former feels as much a spur 
as a challenge. Understanding what the competitor set is doing and saying should 
be something that an organisation has a topical grasp of. Whilst employer branding 
messages should be owned by the organisation in question, they need to be delivered 
predicated on the understanding of the positioning of key sector competitors. 
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“We’ve recently won an award for our ‘We are the Protector ’s campaign which has 
been used for internal comms and employee engagement over the last 12 months, 
whilst our people were mostly working from home. Now we are using it externally 
to start hiring again for some key cyber and software skills. Whilst our own people 
understand what it means, research showed that we need to contextualise it for an 
external audience. As an employer brand professional, it is so exciting to help create 
something that is continually evolving and developing, shaping the communications 
for our current and potential talent ”.  

Laura Price 
Employer Brand Lead for Security, BT

What feels surprising is that 34% felt that the key challenge facing their Employer 
Brand was about consistency of message, suggesting that different internal (and 
potentially external) stakeholders were playing fast and loose with the brand. This 
suggests a number of issues. That the employer brand messaging has not been 
communicated with enough vigour and cut-through across the organisation, with 
the associated business case not made. Or that the employer branding has perhaps 
become diluted and tired, with stakeholders beginning to adopt their own take on 
key messages. Or that the employer branding function does not have the heft and 
presence sufficient to address those who might deliver inconsistent messages.

“And might well be a combination of all of those! This is where educating 
stakeholders internally has a huge part to play - and changes to the EVP, or the 
org, or how companies are moving forwards in the new normal is a good time to look 
at this”.

Alison Heron

Whichever reason lies behind such inconsistency, this feels like an opportunity to deliver 
new messaging, of its time, that disincentivises such inconsistencies.

Clearly, the term employer branding touches on the whole candidate journey, from 
initial application interest and attraction, through to the ATS, interviews, engagement 
with line managers, on-boarding and the ultimate employee experience. 

In an ideal world, this entire journey should be mapped by TA professionals to ensure it 
is delivering to the promise made by their Employee Value Proposition. 
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Which part of the Employer Branding journey are you most concerned about over 
the next 12 months?

 
This feels insightful. Whilst those responsible for the employer brand feel they have 
control over relatively fixed elements such as attraction messaging, the careers site and 
candidate communications, there are other aspects of the journey in which they have 
less confidence. 

Perhaps the most alarming element of this graph is the 22% of professionals who are 
concerned about the employee experience their hired candidates will come across 
when they land in the business. This does not speak to the authenticity of the employer 
branding work they are delivering if it feels so detached from the actual working reality 
of their organisation. 

Slightly more people had concerns too about the role of the hiring manager. I suspect 
this is a challenge that has faced employer branding owners since the creation of  
such roles. 
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Whilst many recruiters will go out of their way to outline the challenges of the external 
talent market to hiring managers, such people often adopt an entirely internal view. It 
may have been some time since they themselves were going through the job changing 
experience. Last year’s unemployment spikes may well have confirmed to them how 
lucky candidates are to be engaging with their organisation. Great TA professionals 
need to constantly educate hiring managers as to the external realities and choices at 
the disposal of great candidates.

In some ways, such answers clash with another question touched on earlier during this 
research. We asked our group whether their Employer Brand had been recognised 
to a greater extent during the last 12 months within their organisation. Just 2% of 
respondents disagreed with this view. 

It feels as though there is a gap between key internal stakeholders recognising the 
importance of the Employer Brand and them misunderstanding its constituent 
elements. They perhaps still picture the Employer Brand in design rather than broader 
experiential terms.

One of the perennial challenges of those people managing an organisation’s employer 
brand is their capacity to produce metrics that influence senior stakeholders and, 
presumably, the respective budgets. 

To what extent do you agree with the following statement?

Our inability to produce Employer Branding metrics which influence senior 
leadership inhibits the progress of our function.
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Clearly, the volume and range of metrics available to employer branding practitioners 
has grown significantly. So much of the process is trackable, from media and channel 
performance to candidate pipelines and retention rates. 

However, for this group, just over 10% feel they have to hand metrics that will influence 
senior leadership, allowing them the investment and encouragement to move the team 
and function on. 

“My view is that ’s because the usual metrics (tracking the process & channels) speak 
more to recruitment than the brand and reputation as an employer. Of course, hiring 
talent is crucial to business success, but reputation is just as important ”.

Alison Heron

This feels both a failing and an opportunity. If the vast number of metrics thrown up 
by employer branding activities have little heft and traction, as far as leadership is 
concerned, which ones might have a more positive effect? If this survey is pointing to 
issues around the size of the team allocated to employer branding or under-investment, 
then we aren’t asking the right questions of the vast range of data being produced 
by the various employer branding touchpoints, in order to produce the right answers 
required by senior management. 

>  How can, therefore, such information point to enhance productivity?

>  To the organisational savings made by having an attractive, compelling  
employer brand?

>  To having average employee tenures increasing rather than decreasing?

>  To being perceived as a naturally go-to employer by in-demand talent pools?

And this is by no means an exclusive list.
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Which of the following would be of most benefit to your ability to deliver your 
Employer Branding objectives over the coming year?

Our final question touched effectively on a wish list. What elements would enhance  
a professional’s ability to better deliver their employer branding objectives over the  
next year.

Whereas some populous answers are perhaps predictable - those touching on a bigger 
team and more investment - then other responses paint a more interesting picture. 

Employee stories have emerged over the past 3-5 years as a key means of delivering 
authenticity and insight into employee experience, particularly via careers websites and 
social media. At the same time, portraying interesting and real narratives of employees 
adds to internal pride. And given what many employees are likely to have experienced, 
either directly or indirectly, over the last year, then the telling of such stories is important 
in and of itself. 

By showcasing our own people in our employer branding campaigns and providing 
video, podcasts, case study content backed by real life work experience for 
disadvantaged communities, we’re hoping that our ‘We are the Protectors’ brand 
will have real impact on the future of lives of our future entry talent, or those looking 
to reskill”.

Laura Price
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However, it feels as though the process of identifying an individual with a story to tell, 
extracting such a story, delivering it in an interesting way, gaining approval and then 
publishing it, is not without its challenges. Developing the means of doing this quickly 
and responsively is key to keeping such channels fresh and responding topically to 
breaking news and, potentially, competitor activity. 

The other interesting area currently frustrating those with responsibility for the 
employer brand is the relationship - or absence thereof - between their activity 
and those relating to culture and internal communications. If employer branding 
serves merely as the candidate route into the building, and the cultural reality or 
communications to be found as a joiner bare little reality to the EVP messaging, then, 
again, hiring has been constructed on shifting sands. 

The key is then getting this right & finding ways to not only translate 
this and present that challenge externally, but produce metrics and 
measurements which validate success (across the complete candidate and 
employee lifecycle). Core to success is authenticity (not everything will be 
great), consistency (of messaging, both internal and externally across all 
communication channels) and engaging your internal audience (brand 
advocates).

During the last six months, we’ve been working behind the scenes on our 
EVP/EB and have ensured that our employees have not only been at the 
heart of this insight, but will also be bringing our EB to life. Authenticity 
has been a core principle of each project - we need to build a relationship 
with our audience and our employees have a great story to tell”.

 Craig Morgans

How much connection and message sharing exist in your own organisation between 
employer branding and internal communications?

If the answer is very little, then this feels inherently confusing to the outsider. 

Think, however, what it must feel like to the insider.



The opportunities for the Employer Branding profession have never been greater and neither have the challenges 22

Produced by Neil Harrison in partnership with WDAD Communications

NH237 Consulting
NH237 is an independent consultancy delivering the research, insight and thinking 
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