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ABSTRACT

The changing context of contemporary knowledge work, including the massive adoption of home office
work arrangements and a great resignation, calls for new research on the employability of knowledge
workers. In this paper, we suggest that knowledge workers can no longer rely on developing their human
capital and being intrapreneurial at work to secure their employability. With the aim to offer a new
perspective, we test the incremental validity of personal branding in predicting employability over and
above established predictors (i.e., human capital and intrapreneurship behaviours) and test the relation-
ships in three studies (total N=2883), consisting of a supervisor sample (Study 1), a student sample
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(Study 2), and a time-lagged employee sample (Study 3). Results show that personal branding explains
variance in employability over and above human capital and intrapreneurship behaviours. The results
also show that the relationship between personal branding and employability is fully mediated by
personal brand equity. The paper concludes with a discussion of the opportunities the concept of
personal branding offers for employability research in the context of the contemporary world of work.

There has been a proliferation of research on employability in
the past two decades (Fugate et al., 2021). Employability,
defined as the ability to realize job opportunities within and
between employers over time (Forrier et al., 2009), is currently
considered one of the main topics in the careers literature
(Akkermans & Kubasch, 2017). This is because social develop-
ments and economic changes have redefined traditional career
paths of workers characterized by life-long employment, secur-
ity, and predictability. Instead, contemporary career paths are
characterized by flexibility, adaptability, and self-management
(Hirschi & Koen, 2021). Consequently, employability demands
have put a strain on less privileged groups of workers. As
a result, employability researchers have been focusing on
studying the employability of vulnerable groups (Croucher
et al., 2018), such as ethnic minorities (Aeberhardt et al., 2017;
Goldman et al.,, 2019), older workers (Guilbert et al., 2018), or
dismissed workers (Bailey et al., 2012).

However, in this paper, we appeal for a shift of attention. We
call for more research on the employability of knowledge work-
ers (Coetzee & Engelbrecht, 2020). The Knowledge Work
Demand Index' suggests there are over 100 million knowledge
workers in the U.S. and over one billion globally. The term
“knowledge work” was first introduced by Peter Drucker in
the 1960s, who argued that knowledge work was becoming
increasingly important in the modern economy (Regan, 2021).
Knowledge workers are professionals who use their cognitive
and creative abilities to solve complex problems and make
strategic decisions. Knowledge work often contrasts with man-
ual or routine work, which involves following predefined pro-
cedures or completing tasks that do not require significant

cognitive effort. The characteristics of knowledge work include
autonomy, problem-solving, and creativity, associated with
high levels of responsibility and decision-making. Examples of
knowledge work include professionals such as doctors, lawyers,
scientists, engineers, teachers, and architects, among others.
However, knowledge work is not limited to these fields, and the
term can be applied more broadly to any work that involves
knowledge-intensive tasks, regardless of the industry or sector.

Thus far, research on the careers of knowledge workers has
addressed this group as privileged with easy access to new job
opportunities (Jarlstrom et al., 2020). However, many social and
economic changes have taken place in the past years that
require a major shift in how researchers view and study the
careers of knowledge workers. Specifically, two work-related
developments require serious attention in employability
research: a) the massive organizational adoption of home office
work arrangements (Franken et al., 2021) and b) knowledge
workers’ voluntary turnover, often referred to as the “great
resignation” (Ng & Stanton, 2023).

First, with the arrival of the global COVID-19 pandemic,
much knowledge work has been transferred to home offices
(Ameri & Kurtzberg, 2022). Many businesses gave up their office
buildings to save corporate costs and to become more sustain-
able (Cappelli, 2021). Gartner, a technology research agency,
suggests that more than 50% of all knowledge workers world-
wide already work remotely.” Thus, instead of the traditional
office space, which provided opportunities for knowledge
workers’ recognition through impression management (De
Cuyper & De Witte, 2010) and networking (Jacobs et al., 2019),
important predictors of employability, contemporary
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knowledge work is increasingly at risk of invisibility (Leonardi &
Treem, 2020) and alienation (Doberstein & Charbonneau, 2022).

Next, a recent burst of resignations or strong intentions to
do so that became known as the “great resignation” (Liu-
Lastres et al., 2022) has brought about much turbulence in
the world of employment. No longer wanting to stay in miser-
able jobs (Srisuphaolarn, 2008), knowledge workers leave their
corporate positions to pursue meaningful work for themselves
and others (Lysova et al,, 2019). The World Economic Forum
notes that the Great Resignation is not over and that one in five
workers quit their jobs in 2022.3 Consequently, today, employ-
ability is not only about being adaptable to the changing
employment environment. It is also about being able to find
better-fitting employment opportunities to pursue work with
meaning and balance for oneself and others (Bailey et al., 2019).

The question is, what can knowledge workers do to build
their employability in such employment contexts? Thus far,
research on the predictors of employability has emphasized
the roles of demographic characteristics, human capital, and
social capital in predicting employability (Fugate et al., 2021).
However, recent reviews noted that little knowledge is accu-
mulated about individual workers’ initiatives and practices
towards building their own employability (van Harten et al,,
2022). Among plausible exceptions are studies concerned with
cultivating proactive actions to steer one’s career trajectories
(Peng et al, 2021), engaging with cognitive future-oriented
activities to reduce cognitive job insecurity (Koen & van
Bezouw, 2021), investing in the development of career compe-
tencies (Akkermans et al., 2015), and becoming more aware of
personal career orientation (Cortellazzo et al., 2020). While
these studies provide general guidance for all employees,
a more advanced perspective on predictors of employability
of knowledge workers is required that would consider the
availability of career capital of knowledge workers (Brown
et al., 2020) and would help to turn this capital into a practice.

To offer an original contribution, in this paper, we introduce
the recently developed phenomenon of personal branding
(Gorbatov et al., 2018) and propose that personal branding
can be an important predictor of employability in the knowl-
edge work context. We define personal branding as the process
of “creating, positioning, and maintaining a positive impression
of oneself [... to] signal a certain promise to the target audi-
ence” (Gorbatov et al., 2018, p. 6). We also introduce the con-
cept of personal brand equity (PBE), defined as the perceived
value of one’s personal brand (Gorbatov et al., 2021) and sug-
gest that PBE mediates the relationship between personal
branding and employability. We compare personal branding
with human capital and intrapreneurship behaviours, showing
that personal branding explains variance in employability over
and above these traditional employability predictors.

With this paper, we make several important contributions to
the employability literature. First, we contribute to the literature
on specific groups of workers, specifically to research on white-
collar or knowledge work (Le Blanc et al., 2020). We argue that in
the context of contemporary work — characterized by remote work
and trends like the “great resignation” — more research on the
employability of knowledge workers is needed. We contribute to
filling this gap by focusing on the effects of knowledge workers’
personal branding on employability. Next, this study is among the

first to connect personal branding and PBE in predicting employ-
ability. We show that PBE fully mediates the relationship, which
means that signalling professional value is only effective when it
becomes visible and creates the desired image in the minds of the
target audience. Finally, this paper is the first to offer evidence of
incremental validity of personal branding in relation to employ-
ability over and above established predictors (i.e.,, human capital
and intrapreneurship behaviours). This finding is important in light
of knowledge workers’ increasingly remote work, where extra
efforts are needed to make one’s work visible.

Theoretical background
Employability

In the context of boundaryless careers (Arthur et al., 2005), employ-
ability is seen by researchers as an alternative to job security
(Bernstrgm et al., 2018). Indeed, if frequent change in jobs and
employers is the reality of modern work arrangements, then assur-
ance in one’s ability to sustain the envisioned career trajectory is
likely to stem from employability. Because changes may happen
both within and outside the current organization, the literature
distinguishes between internal and external employability (Forrier
& Sels, 2003). In the present study, we focus on both types of
employability: the internal employability of current employees
and the external employability of job candidates and students
entering the labour market within the next couple of years.

Employability can be further classified into objective and
perceived employability (van Emmerik et al., 2012). Perceived
employability refers to the employee’s own or others’ appraisal
of their possibilities of obtaining and maintaining a job (Hazer &
Jacobson, 2003; Vanhercke et al., 2014). Objective employabil-
ity encompasses objective career assets relevant to obtaining
or maintaining a job, such as education or labour market posi-
tion (van Emmerik et al., 2012). The distinction between per-
ceived and objective employability has significant implications
on research as they may relate differently to an individual’s
career outcomes. For example, while feeling employable may
lead to a greater sense of agency or satisfaction, it does not
always translate into actual internal or external job opportu-
nities (Forrier et al., 2018). Thus, it is important to include
measures of both perceived and objective employability
when examining the effects of personal branding.

Personal branding

In this paper, we argue that with the increasing transfer of
knowledge work from offices to employees’ homes, personal
visibility or self-presentation is becoming increasingly valuable
(Goffman, 1956; Leary & Kowalski, 1990). Personal branding, as
a more agentic and deliberate form of self-presentation, con-
cerns creating and maintaining a positive perception of the
professional self in the minds of others. No longer being
a prerogative of celebrities (Johns & English, 2016), CEOs
(Bendisch et al., 2013), or the self-employed (Gandini, 2016),
personal branding has entered the world of work as a new
career behaviour increasingly associated with career success.
The agentic nature of personal branding meets the criteria of it
being a proactive behaviour of “taking initiative in improving
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current circumstances or creating new ones; it involves challen-
ging the status quo rather than passively adapting to current
circumstances” (Crant, 2000, p. 436).

Two recent literature reviews on personal branding attest to
the timeliness and importance of research on this concept
(Gorbatov et al.,, 2018; Scheidt et al., 2020). With the rise of
the gig economy and digital freelance work, personal branding
is considered a critical career tool to differentiate oneself in the
competitive labour market (Gandini, 2016, 2018). Personal
branding is increasingly considered a prerequisite for career
success even in established professional fields, such as psychol-
ogy (Cederberg, 2017), engineering (Sheikh & Lim, 2011), or
journalism (Molyneux, 2019). The increase of invisible work
poses the challenge of behavioural visibility, making personal
branding even more important for employees to make them-
selves visible and appealing to their current employers and
future potential employers.

Personal branding and perceived employability

Individuals primarily engage in personal branding to achieve
career success by constructing a positive impression of oneself
(Scheidt et al., 2020), which involves managing the current
personal brand and envisioning its desired future state.
Constructing a better version of the self may make individuals
believe they are more employable, internally and externally,
according to the positive illusion account (Taylor & Brown,
1988). Indeed, Garcia et al. (2009) found that self-
enhancement is positively related to perceived job alternatives.
Because constructing the desired personal brand involves iden-
tity play (Ibarra et al., 2010), it helps individuals identify possible
future career options within and outside the organization,
regardless of whether this future entails remote work. By
exploring these various options, one becomes aware of more
suitable job opportunities, which should enhance self-
perceived employability. Furthermore, personal branding
entails a range of tactics, such as defining one’s personal
brand statement or analysing the needs of the target audience
within and outside the organization. Employees who engage in
personal branding learn and practice these tactics and, thereby,
acquire new skills that should result in increased self-
perceptions of internal and external employability.

Drawing on signalling theory, we argue that personal branding
will also enhance others’ perceptions of internal and external
employability. Signalling theory (Spence, 1973) explains how infor-
mation asymmetry between parties can influence (future) employ-
ers’ perceptions of employees’ employability. For many types of
work, including knowledge work, the availability and quality of
information regarding what employees do every day or what they
could potentially contribute to the organization is relatively low.
As missing information is often interpreted in a negative light
(Jagacinski, 1991), employers might devalue employees’ work
(Hatton, 2017) or applicants’ qualifications (Roth et al., 2016).
Personal branding might be an effective signalling mechanism
that decreases information asymmetry between how employees
see themselves and how their (future) employer sees them and is,
therefore, an effective way to avoid devaluing their work or qua-
lifications. Furthermore, as a proactive behaviour, personal brand-
ing may signal agency and the internal locus of control and

a certain promise to their (future) employer through
a differentiated narrative (Gorbatov et al,, 2018), which are gen-
erally desirable qualities in the workplace. Indeed, proactive con-
structs positively relate to employee (Grant et al., 2009; Wihler
et al, 2017) and applicant ratings (Hernandez Bark et al.,, 2022).
Notably, employees can also use personal branding to send false
signals, creating a more positive version of themselves than war-
ranted. Indeed, personal branding closely relates to self-
presentation constructs, such as impression management, posi-
tioning, and influence, which have been proven to positively
influence how employees are perceived by others within the
organization (Higgins et al., 2003; King, 2004; Wayne & Liden,
1995) and by hiring managers (Amaral et al., 2019; Bourdage
et al,, 2018). These arguments lead us to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1:
employability.

Personal branding is positively associated with

We further propose that personal branding will have incre-
mental validity over two well-established predictors of
employability: human capital and intrapreneurship beha-
viours. Human capital enables individuals to achieve their
employment goals by monitoring and adapting to the job
market (Fugate et al., 2004) and signalling to employers
that they can do the work (Hogan et al., 2013). Indeed, the
meta-analysis of Harari et al. (2021) showed that knowl-
edge, skills, and ability - all components of human capital -
are the most important predictors of employability. In the
same study, proactivity also showed positive associations
with employability. Intrapreneurship behaviours are proac-
tive employee behaviours that lead to innovation, business
growth, and pursuing new ventures; Antoncic and Hisrich
(2001) referred to it as entrepreneurship within an organi-
zation. In the context of increasing ambiguity, organiza-
tions value employees who display intrapreneurship
behaviours (Halme et al., 2012), which increases employ-
ees’ employability. Yet, personal branding is distinct from
these two employee characteristics because (1) it has
a specific purpose of creating a positive professional
image of the self in the minds of others (Scheidt et al.,
2020), and (2) while human capital and intrapreneurship
behaviours contribute to one’s employability, personal
branding is a signalling mechanism of a much broader
set of valued employee characteristics. Therefore, personal
branding encapsulates various aspects conducive to higher
employability beyond human capital and intrapreneurship
behaviours.

Hypothesis 2: Personal branding has incremental validity in
predicting employability over and above human capital and
intrapreneurship behaviours.

The mediating role of PBE

PBE is “an individual's perception of the value of one’s personal
brand derived from its appeal, differentiation, and recognition in
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a given professional field” (Gorbatov et al., 2021, p. 4). To be
effective, personal branding should lead to a professional image
of the self that meets the criteria of optimal distinctiveness, i.e.,
simultaneously satisfying the needs of inclusion and differentiation
(Brewer, 1991). In essence, PBE is the visible outcome of one’s
efforts to build a personal brand (Scheidt et al., 2020). Hence,
through PBE, personal branding enhances employees’ internal
and external employability: If one’s efforts to build a personal
brand are not effective, these efforts by themselves are unlikely
to cause others to see one’s worth on the internal or external job
market. Furthermore, as PBE emerges from defining one’s profes-
sional image, which requires a deeper understanding of one’s
strengths, limitations, and potential career options, PBE may also
explain why personal branding positively relates to self-
perceptions of internal and external employability. Indeed,
through a series of in-depth interviews with liberal arts under-
graduates, Nicholas (2018) concluded that “projected employabil-
ity emerged through narrative [...] construction of a marketable
professional identity that could flex with changing conditions”
(p. 10). Furthermore, Gorbatov et al. (2021) showed that PBE
directly relates to employability. Hence, we expect that the visible
outcome of personal branding (i.e., PBE) explains why personal
branding positively relates to employability.

Hypothesis 3: PBE mediates the relationship between perso-
nal branding and employability.

Overview of studies

The hypotheses were tested in three studies, using
a multisource and multimethod approach to provide both
internal and external validity. Study 1 used a sample of UK
supervisors in a policy-capturing experiment to test
Hypotheses 1 and 2. In Study 2, a two-wave study among

Dutch university students, we examined the indirect effect of
personal branding on perceived employability via PBE
(Hypotheses 1 and 3). In Study 3, we examined Hypotheses 1
and 3 among an employed sample from a large multinational
organization. The sequencing of the studies underscores their
interdependence, fostering a nuanced comprehension of the
interplay between personal branding and both internal and
external employability. Initially, we focus on delineating the
mechanisms pertinent to external employability in Studies 1
and 2. Building upon these initial insights, we extend our
investigation to ascertain if analogous mechanisms can be
extrapolated to the context of internal employability, as
explored in Study 3. Figure 1 depicts our overall model.

For this research, we performed the online ethics self-
assessment of Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. Based on the
outcome of the self-assessment, no further ethical screening
was required. We carried out all studies according to the
ethical guidelines of the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam and
the Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research Integrity and
the EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).
Furthermore, we obtained informed consent from all study
participants. The data that support the findings of these
studies are available from the corresponding author, SG,
upon reasonable request.

Study 1

The purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which
personal branding relates to (other perceptions of) external
employability (Hypothesis 1) as well as the relative importance
of personal branding in employability compared to two well-
established predictors of employability, namely, human capital
and intrapreneurship behaviours (Hypothesis 2). We used pol-
icy capturing (or judgement analysis) to test our hypotheses,
which is a commonly used method to examine the importance
people assign to cues (i.e., pieces of information about variables

Personal brand equity

Personal branding

Employability

Human capital

Intrapreneurship
behaviours

Figure 1. Hypothesised model. The direct relationship between personal branding and employability is tested in studies 1-3. The incremental validity of personal
branding over and above human capital and intrapreneurship behaviours is tested in Study 1. The mediation effect of personal brand equity is tested in studies 2 and 3.
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of interest) when making judgements and decisions in the
workplace (Karren & Barringer, 2002). Importantly, policy cap-
turing can establish causal relationships among variables and is
more resistant to socially desirable responses than traditional
self-report techniques (Karren & Barringer, 2002; Tomassetti
et al, 2016).

Method
Participants

We recruited 249 participants residing in the UK through
Prolific Academic, an online platform designed for online parti-
cipant recruitment for academic research purposes (Palan &
Schitter, 2018). Recent evidence shows that data collected
with Prolific is at least as high quality as the traditional univer-
sity student research pools (as in our Study 2) and demon-
strates higher quality than similar platforms (De Cremer et al.,
2018; Peer et al., 2017). Only those Prolific workers who indi-
cated that they were employed in an employee supervision
capacity were invited to participate. Two participants failed the
attention check and were removed, resulting in a final sample
of 247 supervisors: 48.2% female; Mgg.=43.5 (SD=13.8),
Myork experience = 22.2 years (SD = 12.6).

Procedure

To examine the relative importance placed on personal brand-
ing, human capital, and intrapreneurship behaviours, we
designed a policy-capturing study. In a typical policy-
capturing study, participants are provided with a series of
hypothetical profiles in which each sentence presents a cue
pertaining to one of the variables of interest (Tomassetti et al.,
2016). These cues exhibit different levels of the variable (in our
case, high, medium, and low). Following each profile, partici-
pants are asked to form a judgement on the dependent vari-
able. As personal branding, human capital, and
intrapreneurship behaviours are independent constructs, we
employed a fully crossed (3 x 3 x 3) design, resulting in 27
unique scenarios. This profile-to-cue ratio is above the mini-
mum ratio of 5:1 recommended by Cooksey (1996).

For the personal branding cues, we used the personal
branding scale items (Gorbatov et al., 2019); for intrapreneur-
ship behaviours, we used the taking charge, voice, and indivi-
dual innovation subscales of the proactive behaviours scale by
Parker and Collins (2010); and to construct the human capital
cues, we used the aspects of human capital that are most
pertinent to employability, such as work-relevant knowledge,
skills, and abilities (Harari et al., 2021). With the help of modi-
fiers like “frequently”, “occasionally”, or “rarely”, we created the
high, medium, and low-level cues, for example, “Sometimes
seeks the endorsement of others to promote the quality of
own work” (medium-level personal branding).

To create the 27 scenarios, we requested nine sets of num-
bers with unique unsorted random integers in each in the 1-9
range at www.random.org. Following the example of
Tomassetti et al. (2016), we repeated two scenarios to assess
test-retest reliability. The reliability coefficient for those scenar-
ios was acceptable (r=.63, p <.001), suggesting that the sub-
jects used stable judgements in their responses to the same

scenarios. We removed these two scenarios from further ana-
lyses. We used random letter-numeric identifiers (e.g., V37) to
refer to different employees with he/him/his pronouns to mini-
mize the external influence of names and gender. A sample
scenario was:

Has received some training on the skills required in his job. Rarely
tries to implement solutions to pressing organisation problems.
Purposefully engages in experiences that can enhance own profes-
sional image.

We informed the participants that they would participate in
a study about employability decisions. After obtaining their
informed consent, we asked them to imagine themselves in
the following scenario:

You work for an exciting, fast-growing, international company. Your
company is particularly known for its commitment to people devel-
opment through job rotations. Employees who are able to quickly
move between different job opportunities are the most successful.
Now, put yourself in the shoes of a hiring manager. A company
recruiter has reviewed numerous resumes and identified 29 candi-
dates. For each of these candidates, the recruiter has provided a few
data points that are the most relevant to the hiring decision.
Candidates are presented in random order and should be evaluated
independently of one another. Consider how you would think, feel,
and behave as you evaluate each candidate.

Next, we presented the scenarios in random order to mitigate
the order effects. Finally, we asked the participants to complete
the control and demographic measures.

Measures

Employability

We asked participants to evaluate the employability of
a fictitious candidate in each scenario with two items from
the employability scale by Hazer and Jacobson (2003): “How
would you rate the applicant’s employability for this job?”
(5-point scale; 1=not well at all, 5 = extremely well) and “How
satisfied would you be with hiring this candidate for the job?”
(5-point scale; 1 =extremely dissatisfied, 5 = extremely satisfied);
r=.90, p <.001. With these two items, we measured partici-
pants’ beliefs about the candidates’ ability to maintain and be
successful in the job as described in the scenario.

Control variables

Age, gender, educational level, work experience, and self-
ratings of personal branding and intrapreneurship behaviours
were measured as potential control variables. We asked for age
(in years), work experience (in years), and gender as controls
because there is evidence that career stage (Manai & Holmlund,
2015) and gender (Molyneux, 2019; Thompson-Whiteside et al.,
2018) are related to effective personal branding, while work
experience and education are important components of
human capital.

As self-schemas can guide judgements of others (e.g.,
Alicke & Largo, 1995; Fong & Markus, 1982), we also assessed
participants’ self-perceptions of personal branding and intra-
preneurship behaviours (note that human capital was already
captured with educational level and work experience). We
measured participants’ personal branding with the 12-item
scale (strategic and differentiated factors) developed by
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Gorbatov et al. (2019). We collected the answers on a 5-point
scale ranging from 1 =strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree
(a=.93). A sample item was “I make sure that what | do is
recognisable”. We measured intrapreneurship behaviours
with a 10-item scale by Parker and Collins (2010). We collected
the answers using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = very infre-
quently to 5=very frequently. A sample item was “How fre-
qguently do you promote and champion ideas to others?”
(a=.92).

Results and discussion

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations
among all study variables. Of the control variables, only age
(r=-.08, p<.001) and work experience (r=-.08, p<.001)
were significantly correlated with employability ratings.

As we examined both within-person (i.e., three predictors)
and between-person (i.e., controls) factors, we performed mul-
tilevel analyses to test our hypotheses (using SPSS v.26).
Multilevel analyses take into account that the performance
ratings are repeated within participants and are, thus, not
independent of one another (Hox et al, 2017). We started
with a random intercept-only or null model to calculate the
intraclass correlation (ICC), which reflects the proportion of
variance in the dependent variable attributable to between-
person variables. The ICC computed from this unconditional
model was .03, indicating that 3% of the variance in employ-
ability ratings is attributable to between-person variables. The
remaining 97% of the variance is attributable to within-person
variables, indicating that substantial variance in job perfor-
mance ratings among participants depends on the three
employee characteristics. Given the large sample size, such an
ICC value is considered sufficient to proceed with the analyses.
For example, Bliese (1998) demonstrated that ICC(1) as low as
.01 can yield strong group-level estimates not evident at the
lower levels.

Against the null model, we tested the model with perso-
nal branding, human capital, and intrapreneurship beha-
viours to examine their relationship with employability
ratings. We predicted that personal branding would be
positively  associated  with  employability  ratings
(Hypothesis 1) and would be able to predict employability

Table 1. Correlations among and descriptive statistics for key Study 1 variables.

ratings over and above human capital and intrapreneurship
behaviours (Hypothesis 2). In policy-capturing studies, slope
coefficients represent the average weight placed on each
employee characteristic across participants; higher numbers
indicate that a predictor is weighed more heavily in the
judgement process. The results presented in Table 2 show
significant slope coefficients for all three employee charac-
teristics. Human capital (y=.79, p <.001) showed the stron-
gest slope coefficient, followed by intrapreneurship
behaviours (y=.67, p<.001) and personal branding (y
=.21, p<.001). Overall, the model explained 55% of the
variance in employability ratings. These results confirm
Hypotheses 1 and 2, as personal branding has predictive
and incremental validity in predicting employability ratings
over and above the two well-established predictors, human
capital and intrapreneurship behaviours.

Control variables (i.e., age, gender, educational level, work
experience, personal branding, and intrapreneurship beha-
viours) were added at Level 2. None of the control variables
had a significant effect on employability ratings. Furthermore,
adding these control variables did not change the validity of
the three employee characteristics.

Study 2

The purpose of Study 2 was to examine the relationship between
personal branding and (self-perceptions of) external employability
(Hypothesis 1), as well as the indirect effect of personal branding
on perceived employability through PBE (Hypothesis 3).

Method
Participants and procedure

We recruited participants from the business administration
research pool at a large public Dutch university. They received
study credits for completing the online survey. The survey was
administered in two waves, five weeks apart. Out of 286 responses
at Time 1 (T1), 22 contained missing data in the key variables of
interest, so only 264 participants were invited to complete the
Time 2 (T2) survey. Eighteen participants did not take the T2 survey,
resulting in a total of 246 complete response sets (51.6% female)

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Employability rating 2.89 1.24 -
2. Personal branding 0.00 0.82 14%*
3. Human capital 0.00 0.82 52%* -
4. Intrapreneurship behaviours 0.00 0.82 A4%% - -
Self-reported characteristics
5. Age 43.51 13.79 -07** - - - -
6. Gender 0.51 0.50 .01 - - - -.04%* -
7. Educational level 3.57 1.10 .00 - - - -.02 -.01 -
8. Work experience 22.24 12.53 .08** - - - .93%* -.04%* -.02 -
9. Personal branding 339 0.84 .01 - - - -.08%* 04%* -.05%* -.03* 93
10. Intrapreneurship behaviours 3.77 0.74 -.01 - - - -.08** .08** .00 .02 54%* 92

N = 247participants, rating 6,669 scenarios (for variables 1-4). Variables 5-15 are self-reported participants’ characteristics. Because of a completely crossed design,
correlations among independent variables (2-4) are zero by definition and, therefore, omitted. Reliability coefficients are in bold on the diagonal. Gender is coded as
0 =female and 1 = male. Educational level is coded as 1 =did not complete high school, 2 = some college, 3 = bachelor’s degree, 4 = high school/GED, 5 = master’s

degree, and 6 = advanced graduate education or PhD.
*p <.05, **p < .01 (two-tailed).
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Table 2. Results of Multilevel analysis predicting employability ratings.

Null model Level 1 model Level 2 model

Y SE Y SE Y SE
Intercept 2.89%* .02 2.89%* .02 3.08%* 18
Within-person predictors (conditions)
Personal branding 21%* .01 21%% .01
Human capital J9** .01 79%¥ .01
Intrapreneurship behaviours 67 .01 67 .01
Between-person predictors (self-reported)
Age .00 .00
Gender .03 .04
Educational level .00 .02
Work experience -.01 .00
Personal branding .02 03
Intrapreneurship behaviours -.03 03
Variance components
Level 1 (6% 1.54 79 78
Level 2 intercept (ty0) .06 .09 .08
Marginal pseudo R .00 48 49
Conditional pseudo R? 04 55 54

N = 247 participants, providing 6,669 performance ratings. Unstandardised coefficients (y) and standard errors (SE) are shown. Between-person

predictors are self-reported participants’ characteristics.
*p <.05, ¥*p <.01.

across the two waves. Participants’ average age was 19.43 (SD=
1.80), and their mean work experience was 3.14 years (SD =2.11).
We asked participants to indicate their research ID and working
experience in years at the beginning of the survey. Age and gender
were matched anonymously from the research database.

Measures

The answers for all measures were collected on a 5-point
scale ranging from 1 =strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree
unless otherwise indicated. We presented the scales in ran-
dom order, except for the cognitive ability measure, which
was always last. We measured all variables at both T1 and
T2, except for age, gender, work experience, cognitive abil-
ity, and conscientiousness.

Personal branding was measured with the 18-item scale by
Gorbatov et al. (2019). A sample item was “l make sure that was
| do is recognisable” (a=.90 at T1 and a =.91at T2).

PBE was measured with the 12-item scale by Gorbatov et al.
(2021). A sample item was “My professional strengths are clear”
(a=.89 at T1 and a=.88at T2).

Perceived employability was measured with a 5-item
scale by Berntson and Marklund (2007), adjusted to ensure
applicability to the student sample. A sample item was “My
personal qualities make it easy for me to get a job” (a=.69
at T1 and a=.68at T2).

Control Variables. Age, gender, work experience, career plan-
ning, and intrapreneurship behaviours were measured as con-
trol variables.* We asked participants to indicate their work
experience in years at T1 and matched age and gender from
the research database. We found that both career planning and
intrapreneurship correlated with perceived employability
among higher-education students (DiFabio, 2014; Jackson &
Tomlinson, 2020). Furthermore, as personal branding falls
within the category of proactive career behaviours (Parker &
Collins, 2010), it should be studied in conjunction with other

proactive career behaviours, such as career planning and intra-
preneurship behaviours. Although we measured these two
potential control variables at T1 and T2, we focus on the T1
measurement. We measured career planning with a 3-item
scale by Hirschi et al. (2018). A sample item was “I have clear
career goals” (a=.90). Intrapreneurship behaviours were mea-
sured with the same scale as in Study 1 (a =.84) with the items
adjusted to reflect the student sample: The word “workplace”
from the original scale was substituted with the name of the
university and the references to the work problems were chan-
ged to issues affecting the study process.

Results and discussion

Table 3 presents the means, SDs, correlations, and reliability
coefficients of all study variables. The measurement model
consisted of three latent variables (namely, personal branding,
PBE, and employability), where personal branding and PBE
were modelled as hierarchical second-order reflective
constructs.’ This model shows an acceptable fit with the data:
x?/df=1.78, CFl = .88, RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .08.

To test Hypothesis 1, we conducted a series of regression
analyses. As predicted, personal branding (T1) positively and
significantly related to perceived employability at T2, 3 =.47, t
(244)=8.40, p<.001, d=1.08, also after controlling for per-
ceived employability at T1, B=.15, t(243)=2.81, p<.01, d=
0.36. Similar effects were found when examining these relation-
ships within the same time measurements. Furthermore, these
relationships remained significant when controlled for age,
gender, work experience, career planning, and intrapreneur-
ship behaviours.

A regression-based path analysis was carried out to test
Hypothesis 3. We used the PROCESS macro (Model 4; Hayes,
2013) to estimate the indirect effect, calculating bias-corrected
confidence intervals (Cls) based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. As
predicted, the indirect effect of personal branding (T1) on
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Table 3. Correlations among and descriptive statistics for key Study 2 variables.

M sD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1
1. Age 19.43 1.80 -
2. Gender 1.52 .50 —-.08
3. Work experience 3.14 2.11 27 -.01 -
4. Career planning 3.60 0.98 A7** .04 -.01 .90
5. Intrapreneurship behaviours 291 0.67 .01 .02 —-.06 31 .84
6. Personal branding T1 2.91 0.62 .10 1 -1 29%% S57%* 90
7. Personal branding T2 2.99 0.63 .08 —-.02 -.05 27%% A6%* 62%* 91
8.PBET1 3.37 0.60 .06 -.01 12 38%* 427 54%% A1%* .89
9. PBE T2 3.39 0.56 .05 .00 5% 27%* 33%* 31 51 S59%* .88
10. Perceived employability T1 337 0.69 .07 -.07 1 33%* 35%% .38** 35%% 53%* A5%% .69
11. Perceived employability T2 3.51 0.59 .08 -.07 3% 27%* .28%* 30%* 39%* AT** S57%* .69** 68

N = 246.Gender is coded 1 = male and 2 = female. Reliability coefficients are in bold on the diagonal.

*p <.05, **p < .01 (two-tailed).

perceived employability (T2) via PBE (T1) was significant as the
Cl excluded zero, indirect effect = .22, SE = .05, 95% CI [.135, .322]
(Figure 2).

The direct effect of personal branding on perceived employ-
ability became non-significant when PBE was entered into the
model as a mediator (y =.06, p =.32), indicating full mediation.
We also found significant indirect effects when examining
these relationships within the same time measurement and
when controlled for either perceived employability at T1 or
for age, gender, work experience, career planning, and intra-
preneurship behaviours.

Overall, these results suggest that the effect of personal
branding on perceived employability is channelled fully
through PBE. This indicates that individuals consider them-
selves more employable in today’s work environment when
their personal branding activities are associated with a greater
sense of value in their professional field. These results help us
understand that personal branding activities per se do not
directly lead to desired outcomes. This only occurs when per-
sonal branding creates a personal brand that is visible to the
target audience (i.e., has high brand equity: appealing, differ-
entiated, and recognizable).

However, Study 2 was conducted on a student population,
limiting the generalizability of our findings. Therefore, we con-
ducted Study 3 on an employed sample from a large
organization.

Study 3

In this study, we further examine the relationship between
personal branding and (objective) internal employability
(Hypothesis 1), as well as the mediating role of PBE
(Hypothesis 3). In doing so, we extend the findings from the

previous two studies to an organizational setting, using man-
agers’ ratings of job performance as an objective measure of
employability. Job performance ratings are commonly used in
the context of the performance management process in many
companies, and they significantly impact an employee’s career
ranging from salary increases to being considered for promo-
tion (Adler et al.,, 2016; Church et al,, 2021). As the organiza-
tional context shapes employability (Delva et al., 2021), we
argue that job performance ratings are a significant indicator
of internal employability.

Method
Participants and procedure

Our study was conducted at a multinational firm headquar-
tered in the United States in which knowledge workers who
do not need to be physically present in the office are allowed to
work remotely. The complexity of this firm’s business opera-
tions, which heavily relies on knowledge work, requires close
collaboration of multiple colleagues from various departments
and countries who often have never met each other in person.
Moreover, the supervisor and their employees would fre-
quently be based in different locations, so the firm has devel-
oped the capability to manage and evaluate work that may be
location independent. To facilitate internal moves, HR uses job
performance data as the key input for promotion decisions:
Employees with higher performance ratings are more likely to
be selected for job opportunities, whereas those with low or
average ratings are not prioritized or even considered. In other
words, internal employability is determined by the employee’s
performance rating. Therefore, it is an adequate research set-
ting for studying the relationship between personal branding
and employability in the knowledge work context.

Perceived

Y

Personal branding

y=29%** SE =06 (y=.06, SE = .06)

employability

Personal brand
equity

Figure 2. Path coefficients for the mediation analysis in Study 2. The value in parentheses represents the direct effect after including the mediator. *** p <.001.
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The survey was shared with all employees who signed up to
participate in a regular online seminar offered by the organiza-
tion. These seminars are open to all employees globally, parti-
cipation in this study was voluntary, and the employees
consented to participate in the research. We received a total
of 572 responses, and one year later, they were matched to
archival job performance data by a company representative
using a pseudo ID to maintain the anonymity of the responses.
Because some data were not available (e.g., an employee left
the company or was not eligible for a performance evaluation),
the final dataset consisted of 390 complete responses (64.4%
female; M. = 44.69 (SD = 8.83); 65.1% had a Bachelor's degree
or higher (32.1% undetermined); 59% came from the US, 16.8%
from the EU, and the rest from 27 other countries).

Measures

Independent and mediating variables

Personal branding and PBE were measured with the same
scales as in Study 2. For personal branding, the technologically
savvy factor was not used, as it relates to the use of social media
for external audiences and is less applicable in organizational
settings. The alphas were .91 and .89, respectively.

Dependent variables

Job performance was operationalized as two indicators: goal
ratings and behaviour ratings, which were collected one year
after the survey as part of the annual performance manage-
ment cycle. The goal ratings indicate the level of goal attain-
ment (the “what” of performance) on a scale from 1 to 5, where
1 = does not meet expectations and 5 = exceeds expectations. The
behaviour ratings indicate the level of adherence to the com-
pany’s five behavioural standards (the “how” of performance)
on a scale from 5 to 25, where 5 would indicate a consistent

Table 4. Correlations among and descriptive statistics for key Study 3 variables.

violation of behavioural expectations, and 25 demonstrates
exemplary behaviours on all five.

Control variables

We measured the same control variables as in Study 2: age,
gender, organizational tenure (i.e., work experience within the
organization), career planning (measured with the same scale
as in Study 2; a=91), and intrapreneurship behaviours (mea-
sured with the same scale as in Study 2; a=87).

Results and discussion

Means, SDs, correlations, and reliability coefficients are shown
in Table 4. The measurement model was identical to the one in
Study 2. The data fit the model well: x*/df=2.54, CFl= .91,
RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .08.°

In contrast to Hypothesis 1, personal branding was not
significantly correlated with the goal (r=.09, p =.07) and beha-
viour (r=.06, p =.23) ratings. However, personal branding was
significantly correlated with PBE (r=.50, p <.001), and PBE was
significantly correlated with the goal (r=.20, p <.001) and
behaviour (r=.16, p <.01) ratings.

The mediation analyses (following the same techniques as in
Study 2) revealed a significant indirect effect of personal brand-
ing, via PBE, on both goal ratings (indirect effect = .08, SE = .02,
95% CI [.03; .14]) and behavioural ratings (indirect effect = .26,
SE=.10,95% CI [.08; .47]). See Figures 3 and 4 for the regression
results. Adding the controls to the model did not change the
results in a meaningful way. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

These results show that in an organizational setting that
uses remote work, personal branding only positively affects
performance ratings when personal branding creates
a personal brand that is visible to the target audience. The
indirect effect of personal branding on the behaviour ratings

M sD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Age 44.69 8.83 -
2. Gender .36 48 .01 -
3. Tenure 9.94 7.50 52%* .08 -
4. Career planning 3.95 0.83 .04 -.01 .08 91
4. Intrapreneurship behaviours 3.87 0.54 .05 .08 .09 30%* 87
5. Personal branding 3.26 0.74 .02 .08 .01 N Rl .38%* 91
6. PBE 3.83 0.56 .04 .07 .03 31** A4%* 50%* .89
7. Goal rating 3.25 0.56 -.05 .02 —-.08 .03 .02 .09 20%% -
8. Behaviour rating 16.52 2.28 -.07 -.04 .01 .09 .09 .06 16%* 34 -

N =390. Gender is coded as 0 = female and 1 = male. Reliability coefficients are in bold on the diagonal.

*p <.05, **p <.01 (two-tailed).

Personal branding

y=.19,SE=.16
(y=-.07,SE=18)

\4

Behaviour ratings

Personal brand
equity

Figure 3. Path coefficients for the mediation analysis in Study 3, with behaviour ratings as the dependent variable. The value in parentheses represents the direct effect

after including the mediator. *** p <.001.
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Personal branding

y=.07,SE= .04
(y=-.01, SE = .04)

\4

Goal ratings

Personal brand
equity

Figure 4. Path coefficients for the mediation analysis in Study 3, with goal ratings as the dependent variable. The value in parentheses represents the direct effect after

including the mediator. ***p < .001.

is notably greater in magnitude compared to the effect on the
goal ratings. Meta-analytical evidence suggests that the rela-
tionship between self-presentation and job performance rat-
ings is stronger when self-promotional claims are harder to
verify (Higgins et al., 2003). Arguably, goal ratings are a more
objective measure of job performance because we can more
easily link them to tangible outcomes. Thus, the behaviour
ratings could be more susceptible to an employee’s personal
branding efforts.

General discussion

This paper aimed to examine the effects of employees’ personal
branding and PBE on subjective and objective employability
within the knowledge work context. Based on three studies,
consisting of a supervisor sample (Study 1), a student sample
(Study 2), and a time-lagged employee sample (Study 3), we
discovered that personal branding explains variance in employ-
ability over and above established predictors - human capital
and intrapreneurship behaviours. Furthermore, we found that
personal branding helps increase employability in the knowl-
edge work context through PBE.

Theoretical implications

With this paper, we make several valuable contributions to the
employability literature. First, we contribute to the literature on
the employability of different groups of workers, specifically
knowledge workers (Le Blanc et al., 2020). Since the arrival of
the COVID-19 pandemic, the work of many knowledge workers
has become remote and, therefore, virtually invisible (Hite &
McDonald, 2020). The phenomenon of work invisibility is likely
to increase the information asymmetry in organizations, push-
ing employees to exert extra effort, both physically and emo-
tionally, to make themselves visible to their employers (Cristea
& Leonardi, 2019). Signalling theory (Connelly et al., 2011;
Spence, 1973) posits that those who absorb higher signalling
costs are more favourably positioned against competitors.
Indeed, personal branding can increase visibility, but it also
costs effort, time, financial resources, and emotional involve-
ment (see Bridgen, 2011, for a discussion on personal branding
and emotional labour). We demonstrated that those employees
who can carry these extra costs are rewarded with higher

(perceived) employability (Studies 1-3), both in the job applica-
tion and promotion settings. These findings show that personal
branding is a significant yet overlooked predictor of (perceived
and objective) employability in the knowledge work context,
which is becoming increasingly remote and invisible.

Next, this study is among the first to connect personal
branding and PBE in predicting internal and external employ-
ability. Building on earlier research linking personal branding
with employability (Gorbatov et al., 2019) and face-to-face
contact with supervisors with salary increases (Golden &
Eddleston, 2020), we found that PBE fully mediates the relation-
ship, which means that signalling professional value is only
effective when it becomes visible and creates the desired
image in the minds of the target audience. In fact, Study 3
showed that personal branding only has an indirect relation-
ship with objective employability (i.e., job performance ratings).
Thus, performing personal branding behaviours may not lead
to the desired outcome unless they signal professional value to
the target audience. Hence, in studies on intrapreneurship
behaviours in the context of knowledge work, researchers
may want to include measures of self-presentation behaviours
(e.g., reputation, status, or PBE), as it is likely that intrapreneur-
ship behaviours are not visible enough to directly influence
employability-related outcomes. It is also beneficial to examine
how personal branding can affect employability via other sta-
keholders than (hiring) managers, as workers in the gig econ-
omy or those pursuing non-traditional careers might
experience increasing difficulty in making their work visible to
direct management.

Finally, this paper is the first to offer evidence of incremental
validity of personal branding in relation to employability over
and above established predictors (i.e., human capital and intra-
preneurship behaviours). Traditionally, knowledge, skills, and
ability, all components of human capital, are the most important
predictors of employability (Harari et al., 2021). Our study corro-
borates these previous findings but also shows that in light of
knowledge workers’ increasingly remote work, extra efforts are
needed to make their work visible. Importantly, personal brand-
ing behaviours are not only valuable for current knowledge
workers (Study 3) but also for job applicants (Study 1) and
students soon entering the job market (Study 2). Hence, the
current study also extends research on signalling effects in job
selection contexts (e.g., Bangerter et al.,, 2012) and school-to-
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work transitions (e.g., Steiner et al., 2022) by showing that tradi-
tional predictors of employability may no longer suffice if one
wants to stand out for highly competitive jobs.

Practical implications

From the perspective of a (future) job seeker or employee, the
balance of evidence from our three studies suggests that per-
sonal branding is a powerful mechanism to increase one’s
employability. Engaging in personal branding, which, in turn,
increases PBE, makes job seekers, employees, their work more
visible, and creates job and promotional opportunities. As the
title of this paper suggests, good work will not necessarily
speak for itself. Therefore, job seekers and employees should
practice personal branding behaviours in the pursuit of greater
employability. There is a range of support materials and courses
available in support of strategic personal branding (Evans,
2017), but one may also start with simple actions to make
their work visible in the context of remote work: ask questions
during Zoom calls, copy important colleagues when there is
a chance to showcase work, or sharing the latest research with
colleagues in order to signal one’s present, up-to-date, and
rewarding. Furthermore, career counselling can be utilized to
help individual job seekers and employees understand their
strengths (e.g., Perdrix et al., 2012) and how to signal these
strengths to employers.

From the employer’s perspective, it is beneficial to under-
stand how personal branding and PBE affect employability.
Our findings suggest an incentive for managers to identify
those employees sending true signals rather than false
claims about the value of their work. In so doing, they can
avoid some degree of bias in their employee ratings and
make fairer decisions in terms of selection, promotions, or
salary increases. To prevent unfair personnel decisions, pro-
cedures should emphasize objective tests and exercises in
which job candidates’ or employees’ signals can be accu-
rately benchmarked against performance, for example,
using industry-specific knowledge tests, decision-making
exercises, cognitive ability tests, work samples, and 360-
degree feedback instruments. At the same time, personal
branding is a valuable social skill contributing to a positive
employee image where the organization can bask in
reflected glory (Zinko & Rubin, 2015). Hence, some level of
personal branding among employees, regardless of whether
these signals are true or false, might be beneficial for orga-
nizations as well.

Limitations and future research

This research has several notable limitations. First, Study 2 was
performed on students. While it is customary in social sciences
to conduct preliminary research on student or crowdsourced
populations before testing the hypotheses in organizational
settings, the findings should be interpreted cautiously.
Moreover, the reliability coefficient of the employability mea-
sure was “adequate” (Kline, 2011, p. 70) but lower than for other
variables, perhaps because some students were employed
while others had no work experience.

Second, although, in Study 3, job performance ratings were
archival, accounting for issues associated with single-source
data, those are not always the most reliable indicators of actual
performance. As those ratings are recorded in human resource
management systems and often influence employee compen-
sation, managers are known to distort those for various psy-
chological and organizational reasons (Levy & Williams, 2004;
Spence & Keeping, 2011). Thus, it is necessary to emphasize
that we looked specifically at performance ratings, not objec-
tive performance itself. It would be interesting to examine
actual job performance and behaviour evaluation outside of
the performance appraisal context from various sources, such
as peers, clients, and subordinates. In doing so, it would be
interesting to examine a wider range of dependent variables,
given that proactivity can lead to both positive and negative
outcomes (Parker et al., 2019).

Another limitation relates to measuring PBE. Although there
is evidence that many concepts from the same nomological
field as PBE can be measured through self-reports with high
accuracy and validity, such as social status or prestige
(Anderson et al., 2006; Cheng et al.,, 2010), PBE is a reflection
of one’s professional value, and the value is determined by its
receiver. Therefore, future studies could compare self- and
other-reported measures of PBE and how these measures relate
to employability.

Finally, our models did not consider any moderating vari-
ables. Future studies should examine how the context (e.g.,
face-to-face vs. remote, degree of visibility, etc.) would affect
the relationship between personal branding and employability.
Although there is evidence that impression management is
more effective in face-to-face settings (Bolino et al., 2016),
there is simply insufficient research on how it works in today’s
more common remote context.
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demonstrated the best fit to the data with the chi-square difference
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RMSEA =.06, SRMR =.08. Cf: 2-factor model (PBE and personal
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RMSEA = .07, SRMR=.12, Ax? (2) = 187.07, p <.001; 2-factor model
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demonstrated the best fit to the data with the chi-square difference
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tests being significant: x*=930.56, df = 366, x*/df = 2.54, CFl= 91,
RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .08. Cf: 2-factor model (PBE and personal brand-
ing together): x* =1,073.02, df =368, x*/df = 2.92, CFl=.88, RMSEA
=.07, SRMR = .09, Ax? (2) = 142.46, p < .001; 2-factor model (PBE and
employability together): x> = 1,114.35, df = 368, x°/df = 3.03, CFI = .88,
RMSEA = .07, SRMR = .11, sz (2) =183.79, p<.001; 2-factor model
(personal branding and employability together): x* =1,146.55, df
= 368, x*/df=3.12, CFl=.87, RMSEA =.07, SRMR=.13, Ay? (2) =
215.99, p <.001; 1-factor model: x> = 1,281.71, df =369, x*/df = 3.47,
CFl =85, RMSEA = .08, SRMR =.12, Ax? (3) = 351.15, p < .001.
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