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Abstract In the battle for high-value talent, managers need to think like marketers,
creating job offerings and employment relationships that provide mutual value for
firms and their employees. This article provides a 3-stage framework for the applica-
tion of marketing techniques to the recruitment and retention of high-value employ-
ees. In the first stage, the 4Ps of the marketing mix are used to create compelling job
offerings that attract high-value employees. In the second stage, firms use relation-
ship marketing concepts to build long-lasting employment relationships that create
mutual value for the firm and its employees. The third stage involves the outcomes of
high-value employment relationships, which include greater employee commitment
and satisfaction, which then lead to greater employee advocacy of the firm and lower
levels of employee turnover. The ultimate proposed outcomes of this approach are
increased performance and stability of the firm.
# 2008 Kelley School of Business, Indiana University. All rights reserved.
1. Today’s hiring managers need to
think like marketers

Jeffrey Pfeffer (1994) has argued that in today’s
information-based economy, human knowledge and
innovation are the firm’s only non-imitable sources
of sustainable competitive advantage. In an increas-
ingly competitive global economy, the firm’s success
is dependent on its ability to attract, retain, and
engage high-value employees: those who have the
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skills, performance, and motivation to fully realize
the firm’s strategic objectives (Corporate Executive
Board, 1999). As firms compete for top talent,
managers are increasingly compelled to think like
marketers, using the perspectives and tools devel-
oped to attract and retain customers in the recruit-
ment, retention, and management of high-value
employees (Maurer & Liu, 2007). Taking a marketing
perspective on human resource issues reveals pre-
viously unseen conceptual and practical similarities
between the two disciplines, and provides a basis for
integrative, strategic consideration of such issues.

To date, the fusion of marketing andmanagement
concepts has been somewhat piecemeal, providing
ndiana University. All rights reserved.
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useful, but narrow applications from one field to the
other. Practitioner-based management literature
has advocated the use of marketing concepts and
tools to address a variety of human resource chal-
lenges, including designing compelling jobs (Corpo-
rate Executive Board, 1999), managing HR services
(Collins & Payne, 1991), and recruiting employees
(Redman & Mathews, 1994). Within the field of
marketing, the concept of internal marketing (IM)
has been proposed as ameans of applying traditional
marketing concepts and the marketing mix to de-
velop a customer service orientation among employ-
ees (Grönroos, 1990).

In this article we go further, offering a framework
that illustrates how marketing concepts and tools
can be applied in the development andmanagement
of high-value employment relationships. We begin
with a brief overview of relevant marketing con-
cepts, and then present the framework, explaining
how these concepts can contribute to effective
people management.
2. A review of relevant marketing
concepts

The field of marketing incorporates a wide variety of
concepts and tools aimed at facilitating exchange
relationships between sellers and buyers. Even a
cursory review of the marketing field would be well
beyond the scope of a single article. Our review of
marketing concepts, therefore, focuses only on
those concepts that are relevant to our framework
for recruiting, selecting, developing, and managing
employees, which is presented below.

We necessarily begin with a consideration of the
marketing concept. Among non-marketers, mar-
keting is often viewed rather narrowly as a tool
for influencing, selling, or manipulating customers.
However, marketing pioneer Phillip Kotler defined
marketing more broadly as the ‘‘task of creating
and offering value to others for the purposes of
achieving a desired response’’ (Kotler, 1972, p. 46).
This famous definition suggests that marketing
involves more than inducing customers to purchase
goods and services: it involves efforts targeted at
the mutual exchange of value, providing both cus-
tomers and sellers something that is desirable and
important to them. Recent decades have witnessed
a broadening of the marketing concept from a
focus solely on market transactions, or the trans-
actional view of marketing, to a focus on managing
relationships with the firm’s various publics, or
relationship marketing (Webster, 1992). We exam-
ine each of these approaches in the following
sections.
2.1. The transactional view of marketing

The transactional view of marketing is product-ori-
ented, with the sales transaction being the ultimate
objective. From this perspective, the goal of the
firm is to use its resources to design, produce,
distribute, and promote a product that attracts as
many buyers as possible, resulting in the maximum
number of sales transactions (Webster, 1992). For
many years, this has been the dominant marketing
paradigm (Grönroos, 1994).

The central concepts employed in the transac-
tional marketing paradigm are segmentation, tar-
geting, positioning, and the marketing mix. Because
it is implausible to try to meet the needs of all
consumers with a product offering, marketers sub-
divide a market into homogeneous segments on the
basis of some category of relevant needs or char-
acteristics of customers. Segments that have the
most potential are then targeted as the main focus
of marketing efforts. Positioning refers to the firm’s
efforts to create a preferable image or identity for
its product, brand, or organization in theminds of its
target market. The marketing mix–—the familiar 4
Ps, or product, price, promotion, and place–—is
specifically designed to appeal to the needs and
desires of the targeted segments in order to achieve
a desired response from the consumer (Solomon,
Stuart, Smith, & Sirisi, 2006). The product is the
thing that is exchanged with the customer, whether
it is a good, service, idea, or bundle of attributes.
Price is the value of the product, which is generally
assigned by the seller. Place refers to the location or
distribution channels through which the product is
made available to the customer and exchange is
facilitated. Finally, promotion refers to the market-
ing communication activities undertaken to influ-
ence buyers.

2.2. The relationship view of marketing

Relationship marketing has emerged fairly recently
as a new perspective in marketing, distinct from the
transaction-based approach described above (Par-
vatiyar & Sheth, 2000). Christian Grönroos, a pio-
neer in the study of relationship marketing, defined
it as ‘‘all activities directed towards establishing,
developing and maintaining successful relational
exchanges,’’ and the ‘‘mutual exchange and fulfill-
ment of promises’’ (Grönroos, 1994, p. 9). The basic
assertion of relationship marketing is that develop-
ing a strong seller-customer relationship provides
customers with an intangible value that is difficult
for competitors to imitate or match, which keeps
them buying from the firm (Evans & Laskin, 1994).
The goal is not necessarily to maximize sales
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transactions, but to build an unfolding dynamic in
which the firm learns more about the customers’
needs, preferences, satisfaction, and future pur-
chase intentions as the relationship evolves and
responds to them with tailored offerings (Gordon,
1998). In contrast to the transactional 4Ps frame-
work, in which marketing is done to the customer,
relationship marketing is done with the customer
(Dixon & Blois, 1983, as cited in Grönroos, 1994).

Arguably the most influential model of relation-
ship marketing is Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) commit-
ment-trust model, which posits that shared values,
open communication between parties, and the ab-
sence of opportunistic behavior all lead to the
development of trust within a relationship. Trust
also leads to more committed relationships, which
are, in turn, affected by shared values, perceived
benefits of the relationship, and perceived costs of
terminating the relationship. Relationship commit-
ment then leads to greater cooperation and acqui-
escence, and to a lower propensity to leave the
relationship.

More recently, Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, and
Gremler (2002) proposed a model in which the
relational benefits offered to the consumer in the
relationship, such as confidence, social recognition,
and special status, lead to the consumer’s satisfac-
tion with and commitment to the relationship,
which in turn lead to loyalty behavior and word-
Figure 1. A model of the marketing approach to manage
of-mouth advocacy of the seller firm. As will be seen
below, we have incorporated elements of both these
models in our framework.

Grönroos (1994) has described the marketing
concept as a continuum, with relationship market-
ing on one end and transaction marketing on the
other. Transaction marketing applies when the focus
is on single transactions, such as in the case of a hot
dog vendor at a sporting event. Relationship mar-
keting is focused on building relationships under the
assumption that customers provide ongoing value to
an organization over their purchasing lifetime (Gor-
don, 1998). We take the perspective that both
transactional and relationship marketing are rele-
vant to the employment relationship at different
times, and therefore incorporate both into the dif-
ferent stages of our framework, which we have
described below.
3. A new marketing approach to
creating and developing high-value
employment relationships

Figure 1 depicts our framework for a marketing-
based approach to recruiting, retaining, and engag-
ing high-value employees, with the ultimate goal of
organizational performance. The framework in-
cludes 3 stages:
ment
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1. E
stablishing the employer-employee relation-
ship;
2. D
eveloping and maintaining the employee-em-
ployer relationship; and
3. In
dividual and organizational outcomes.

Although both the transactional and relational
approaches can be viewed as relevant to both stages
1 and 2, we propose that their relative importance
changes as the nature of the relationship moves
from recruit to employee. The concepts and tools
of the transactional paradigm are most pertinent to
the first stage, which involves the transaction of
recruiting a candidate into the employment rela-
tionship. Once the employer-employee relationship
is established, however, the concepts and techni-
ques of the relationship marketing paradigm be-
come more important as both parties focus on
building and maintaining a relationship of mutual
value creation.

We further propose that the successful creation
and development of high-value employment rela-
tionships will lead to a number of positive organiza-
tional and individual outcomes. The 3 stages of the
framework are outlined in the sections that follow.

3.1. Stage 1: Creating high-value
employment relationships

The primary tasks associated with stage 1 of the
framework involve identifying the types of potential
employees who can provide the most value to the
organization in achieving its strategic goals, and
recruiting these people into an employment rela-
tionship. In colloquial terms, this first stage is akin to
a courtship in which the respective parties become
aware of each other, learn about each other, and, if
they recognize value in pursuing a relationship,
make offerings that will induce entry into a rela-
tionship.

3.1.1. Segmentation, targeting, and
positioning
The establishment stage begins with segmentation
and targeting. Naturally, not all individuals have the
potential to be high-value employees. An effective
HR system needs to identify the types of individuals
who have the right mix of knowledge, skills, and
abilities, or KSAs, and values to make a significant
contribution to the organization’s strategic opera-
tions. These potential employees are then targeted
as the focus of the job marketing process in which
elements of the marketing mix are tailored to
their specific needs and wants. This people-focused
approach differs from the traditional job-focused
HR one in which job analysis is conducted to identify
the requisite KSAs for a job, and applicants are then
recruited to fill the vacant job. This shift is consis-
tent with calls in the literature for a move away
from a job-based view of organizations to one fo-
cused on individuals’ strategic competencies (Law-
ler, 1994).

Lepak and Snell (1999) proposed a model of the
human resource architecture that ostensibly sug-
gests segmenting employees on the basis of (a) their
value to the organization in enacting its strategies,
and (b) the uniqueness of their skills to the organ-
ization’s strategic mandate. They identified four
segments within the organization’s labor market,
each with its own unique type of employment rela-
tionship. The candidates whose organizational roles
require skills that contribute directly to the fulfill-
ment of the organization’s strategic mandate, and
provide unique competencies that are specific to
the firm’s source of competitive advantage because
they have high value or high uniqueness, are the
most strategically important to the organization.
These candidates constitute the firm’s knowledge
workers, and should be the focus of the most inten-
sive recruitment efforts. Those roles requiring skills
that are neither strategically vital nor unique to the
organization, or which have low value or low unique-
ness, can be contracted out or staffed with tempo-
rary workers without loss of competitive advantage
to the firm. The roles that involve unique skills that
are of low strategic value to the firm can be handled
with strategic partnerships or alliances, such as an
attorney with firm-specific knowledge who is re-
tained by the firm in a contractual arrangement.
Finally, those roles providing strategic value to the
firm, but involving little firm-specific knowledge,
should be the basis for traditional job-based em-
ployment relationships because the people in such
roles are important, but not irreplaceable.

Lepak and Snell’s (1999) segmentation scheme
allows employers to focus attention strategically
on the employment relationships that provide the
greatest value to the organization. This is not to
suggest that different types of employees should
be treated with less respect or decency, but to
propose that some employment relationships are
especially critical to organizational success and re-
quire greater attention and maintenance. This tar-
geting benefits the organization by allowing it to get
the most bang for its buck in terms of employer-
employee relationships. It also allows the organiza-
tion to effectively customize its human resource
efforts to different types of employment relation-
ships. Therefore, the greatest investment should be
in thefirm’s knowledgeworkers,withmoremoderate
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investment made in job-based employees and in the
contingent and contractual relationships with people
in the other two types of roles. Perhaps the best
example of this approach is Microsoft, which is well
known for its use of contingent workers to carry out
all but the core strategic functions of the organiza-
tion (Cusumano & Selby, 1995).

Once the targeted recruits have been identified,
the firmmust position itself as an employer of choice
relative to competitors by creating an appealing
employment brand image. A powerful but honest
recruitment brand will attract candidates who best
fit into the organization (Brandon, 2005). The pro-
cess involves communicating the intangible benefits
of organizational membership to potential employ-
ees, including its culture, values, vision, possibili-
ties for advancement, and highly valued skills
(Brandon, 2005). A notable example is Southwest
Airlines, the low-cost American carrier that is known
for its success in recruiting and retaining employees.
Southwest carefully screens job applicants not just
for technical job skills and knowledge, but for cus-
tomer service values, a strong desire to work with
people, and strong willingness to work with others
to solve problems (Rhoades, 2006). A key element of
Southwest’s recruitment program is its strict adher-
ence to a value statement that stresses employee
satisfaction as a means to customer satisfaction. By
stressing these values in its recruitment, human
resource practices, and public relations strategies,
Southwest has effectively branded itself as an air-
line that cares about people–—a message that has
resonated with employees and customers alike
(Miles & Mangold, 2005).

3.1.2. The job marketing mix
As mentioned above, traditional marketing theory
dictates that customization of the product offering
is achieved through the application of the marketing
mix. Within our framework, customization of the
job offering is achieved through a job marketing
mix, an adaptation of the traditional 4Ps marketing
mix to the establishment of an employment rela-
tionship. We refer to the product of the recruitment
process as the job offering, the initial set of attri-
butes that are presented to the potential employee
as a starting point for the employee relationship
(Maurer, Howe, & Lee, 1992). A traditional HR defi-
nition of the job might include such attributes as
compensation, benefits, work location, job design,
and hours of work. The marketing-based approach
suggests that the job offering be viewed as a unique
value proposition: a total package that is tailored as
much as possible to the unique needs and demands
of high-value contributors in exchange for their
performance in the firm. This broader view might
include such aspects as the image or prestige of the
firm, its ethical standards, opportunities for inter-
action with the larger professional community, col-
legiality of the atmosphere, and the workplace
climate. The climate and culture of the organization
are critical to the success of the ongoing employ-
ment relationship, as will be described below, but
are also instrumental to the job itself. Employers
must therefore strive to provide a workplace that is
attractive, convenient, and comfortable for high-
value employees.

The Corporate Executive Board (1999) has sug-
gested using a marketing research tool called con-
joint analysis to ascertain the work preferences of
high-value employees in order to create a compel-
ling offer. This approach involves identifying a
representative sample of potential high-value con-
tributors, and providing them with a series of offer-
ings comprised of various sets of attributes. Based
on people’s rankings of competing offerings, em-
ployers can determine which attributes have the
most impact in attracting this target group of em-
ployees. Such a tool could be integral in creating job
products that are tailored to the demands of target
employees.

In our framework, price does not refer to com-
pensation and benefits, but rather to the employ-
ee’s investment of time and effort in the
organization, at the cost of not investing their time
and efforts in other organizations (Jensen, 2002). It
is reasonable to expect that high-value employees
will have competing job offers from which to
choose. The price they pay for accepting a position
is the loss of potential gains from other competing
job opportunities. It follows that employers should
therefore demonstrate to potential employees that
their investment of time and effort will be treated
as sacred, being cognizant of the fact that employ-
ees who perceive little return on this investment
will leave for other opportunities.

In our framework, promotion refers to the con-
tent of the information communicated in the recruit-
ment process. A number of authors have advocated
the use of advertising or selling techniques in the
recruitment process in order to entice potential
employees to apply. More recently, Maurer and Liu
(2007) have described a job marketing approach to
e-recruiting in which the ‘‘job seeker is cast as a
potential job consumer and . . . the recruiting man-
ager’s goal is to create within the employer’s website
a variety of job marketing materials and information
designed to influence job consumer decisions and
search behavior’’ (p. 306). Their model suggests that
successful recruitment requires that employers un-
derstand the characteristics and motivations of job
seekers, how job seekers process job information,
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and the effectiveness of the technical features of
the recruiting medium.

Place refers to the channel through which the job
offering is presented or delivered to potential can-
didates. This might include face-to-face interviews,
online communications, on-site open houses, and
third-party agents such as headhunters or employ-
ment agencies. A marketing-based approach to de-
livering job offerings requires that HR practitioners
be creative in finding the most appropriate and
timely media for communicating job offerings to
potential high-value employees. Recruitment chan-
nels have rapidly shifted from traditional media,
such as newspaper ads and employment agencies, to
continuous online e-recruiting on corporate web-
sites and through recruiting sites like Monster.com
(Maurer & Liu, 2007). However, it must be acknowl-
edged that many high-value employees, particularly
executives and professionals, may be better
reached through more personal means, such as
headhunters and word-of-mouth networks. It must
also be remembered that potential high-value em-
ployees will likely be receiving multiple job offers,
making the speed of the job offer process a critical
element in recruitment success.

3.2. Stage 2: Developing and maintaining
high-value employment relationships

Once high-value employees initially commit to the
employment relationship, the focus shifts toward
stage 2 of our framework: the ongoing development
and maintenance of a long-term relationship that
engenders further satisfaction, commitment, and
engagement. As Rousseau (1990, p. 389) noted,
the employer-employee relationship involves not
just a formal contract, but also a psychological
contract, which reflects both parties’ ‘‘beliefs in
their reciprocal obligations,’’ or what Grönroos
terms as ‘‘promises’’ (1994). Our framework con-
ceptualizes the employment relationship in terms of
the mutual satisfaction of employees’ and employ-
ers’ expectations. This is what Tsui, Pearce, Porter
and Tripoli (1997) referred to as a ‘‘mutual invest-
ment’’ relationship, in which both parties engage in
activities that exceed mere economic exchange and
involve an ongoing commitment to providing each
other value.

Unlike stage 1 of our framework, which involves
the adaptation of established marketing concepts,
stage 2 presents a new model of met expectations
that draws ideas from both the management and
relationship marketing literatures. In keeping with
the relationship marketing models of Morgan and
Hunt (1994) and Hennig-Thurau et al. (2002), we
propose that employees will expect;
1. T
o receive a variety of benefits from the rela-
tionship (of value to the employee);
2. T
hat the values of the organization match their
own;
3. T
rustworthiness on the part of the employer; and
4. A
 developmental relationship, which stresses
personal and professional growth.

Similarly, the management literature suggests that
employers will expect:
1. T
hat employees provide performance and com-
petitive advantage (of value to the employer);
2. A
n organizational culture of excellence;
3. T
rustworthiness; and
4. C
ontinuous development in terms of skill en-
hancement and knowledge creation.

The mutual satisfaction of these expectations is
proposed to create a relationship from which both
parties benefit, leading to positive outcomes. Each
of these expectations is discussed in turn below.

3.2.1. A relationship that creates mutual
value
We refer to value creation in Figure 1 to suggest that
the relationship between employer and employee
involves not just an exchange of labor for remunera-
tion, but also a wider range of benefits that provide
value for both the employer and the employee. The
relationship marketing literature suggests that rela-
tionships provide three kinds of value or benefits:
economic, social, and psychological (Gwinner, Grem-
ler, & Bitner, 1998). In our framework, we use the
term economic benefits to include such things as
salary, pay raises, bonuses, health benefits, and re-
tirement benefits (Turnley & Feldman, 2000). Psy-
chological benefits refer to the intrinsic rewards that
employees receive as a function of their employ-
ment, such as competence or achievement, autono-
my, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000),
advancement opportunities, decision-making input,
job-responsibility, challenge, feedback and supervi-
sory support (Turnley & Feldman, 2000), empower-
ment (Conger & Kanungo, 1988), and a sense of
meaning and purpose in work (Thomas, 2000). Social
benefits refer to the concept of relatedness to col-
leagues and management. Positive social relation-
ships at work are characterized by respect, warmth,
consideration, and trust, and include perceptions of
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colleagues as friends (Agho, Mueller & Price, 1993)
andmanagers as supportive (Stinglhamber& Vanden-
berghe, 2003).

The employer’s expectation is that the high-value
employee will create value for the firm by exerting
maximum effort towards organizational goals, per-
forming job assignments that are beyond the scope
of his or her pre-determined role, assisting junior
colleagues, striving to improve their expertise and
performance, and contributing to a positive orga-
nizational climate and culture (Tsui et al., 1997).
Over time, employees are expected to improve
performance, becoming more knowledgeable,
skilled, and productive (Liljander, 2000). This is
especially true of high-value employees, whose
knowledge and abilities are central to the firm’s
competitive position.

3.2.2. Shared values and a culture of
excellence
Knowledge-age organizations increasingly empha-
size values as a means of motivating employees
toward strategic imperatives (Anderson, 1997). Ac-
cording to Dawis and Lofquist’s Theory of Work
Adjustment (1984), the congruence of employee
and organizational values is a critical factor in the
effectiveness of the employment relationship. We
therefore propose that employees will perform best
and remain within the organizations whose cultures
match employees’ personal values. The importance
of shared values to effective relationships is echoed
in the marketing literature by Morgan and Hunt
(1994), who view value congruence to be anteced-
ent to trust and commitment.

From the employer’s perspective, employees are
expected to support and engender an organizational
culture of excellence that contributes to quality,
performance, and customer satisfaction (refer to
Peters & Waterman, 1982). Organizational culture
involves values, norms, and beliefs about the appro-
priate behaviors and attitudes within the organiza-
tion (Robbins & Langton, 2005). The organization’s
culture is both a reflection of and has a profound
impact on employee behavior and attitudes (Peck,
Payne, Christopher, & Clark, 1999). Furthermore,
the alignment of an employee’s values and the
organization’s culture has been linked to job satis-
faction and turnover (Hunsaker & Dilmarter, 2004).
The expectation that employees will share the cul-
tural values of the organization is reflected in the
increasingly common practice of value-based hiring
(Dessler, 1993) and values-based management (An-
derson, 1997).

Anderson (1997) has argued that the key to ef-
fective values-based management is the develop-
ment and promulgation of an organizational values
statement that drives the organization’s mission,
objectives, and strategies, and creates stability,
teamwork and trust by codifying the guiding prin-
ciples for decision-making and behavior within the
organization. A values statement serves as a power-
ful signal to employees about what they can expect
and what is expected of them as members of the
organization. Toyota, for example, has clearly stat-
ed its values of quality and continuous improve-
ment, and uses those values as principles in
selecting and evaluating employees (Dessler,
1993). This allows Toyota to recruit and select em-
ployees with a clear dedication to its core values,
and to reward and promote employees who embody
those values.

3.2.3. Trust
Both the marketing and management literatures
argue that trust is a critical element of successful
relationships. Trust can be defined as an expectation
that a relationship involving vulnerability and de-
pendence will result in mutual gain (Hosmer, 1995),
or as ‘‘confidence in the exchange partner’s reliabil-
ity and integrity’’ (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 23).
Trust in organizations has been linked to a wide
variety of positive outcomes including employee
satisfaction and commitment, communication, con-
flict, and performance (Dirks & Ferrin, 2001).

We propose that effective employment relation-
ships are dependent on trust as an expectation on
both the employer and employee sides of the rela-
tionship. In our framework, trust is comprised of
three components. First, we posit that trust is
engendered through effective two-way communica-
tion. Communication that is honest, open, and
timely can clarify objectives, align perspectives,
foster trust (Morgan & Hunt, 1994), and develop
knowledge, experience, and expertise (Peck et al.,
1999). These attributes apply equally to both em-
ployer and employee. That is, firms should commu-
nicate openly with employees, and provide lines of
communication from the bottom up.

Second, trust is dependent on the expectation
that the employer-employee relationship is open-
ended, and will continue so long as it provides
mutual benefit. The importance of loyalty to
building trust is discussed in both the relationship
marketing literature (Buttle, 2004) and the man-
agement literature (Costigan, Ilter, & Berman,
1998). From the employee’s perspective, this in-
volves the expectation that he or she will not be
terminated, except for just cause. An employee
who fears for his or her job cannot be an effective
performer on a sustained basis. From the employer’s
perspective, trust implies that the employee will be
loyal and seek to remain with the organization
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(Costigan et al., 1998). An employee’s willingness
and desire to stay with a firm is central to the
concepts of organizational commitment (Meyer &
Allen, 1997) and employee engagement (Gibbons,
2007), and is critical to the continuity of the firm and
its culture. This is especially true of high-value
employees, whose knowledge and expertise may
be irreplaceable and invaluable to competitor firms.

Third, we propose that trust is contingent on the
presumption that both parties will refrain from
opportunistic or unethical behavior that jeopardizes
the relationship (Costigan et al., 1998; Morgan &
Hunt, 1994). There is no clearer indication of the
integrity and reliability of another party than their
behaviors, past and present. Any suspect behavior
on the part of employers or employees would create
distrust, sending a clear signal that they cannot be
relied upon to faithfully uphold their end of the
relationship.

Trust is exemplified by the management of Mal-
den Mills, a Massachusetts textile company that
refused to close its U.S. production facilities, even
after many competitors had done so. In 1995, fol-
lowing a fire that destroyed its mill, CEO Aaron
Feuerstein decided to rebuild in New England rather
than taking a sizeable insurance settlement and
closing the company or relocating to a cheaper labor
climate. Furthermore, Mr. Feuerstein guaranteed
the jobs of all Malden Mills’ employees and contin-
ued to pay their full wages and benefits during the
rebuilding, at a cost of over $13 million (Nohria,
Piper, & Gurtler, 2003). Mr. Feuerstein noted:

Workers are not just a pair of hands; they make
the difference in a product. If you want to beat
the competition with a better product you must
do it with quality, and quality is impossible unless
you have the allegiance of the workers. (Nohira
et al., 2003, p.5)

The workers at Malden Mills displayed their trust
in the company by offering their pension fund to
assist in the rebuilding of the company (Nohira
et al., 2003). Although Malden Mills faced significant
challenges in its rebuilding, it benefited from an
extremely low employee turnover rate of 5% (Els-
don, 2004), which provided stability which the com-
pany could build on.

3.2.4. Developmental opportunities and
performance
A final expectation in our model is that the employ-
ment relationship will develop over time to the
mutual benefit of employer and employee. As noted
previously, the unfolding nature of relationships is
central to the relationship marketing literature,
where it is assumed that both parties will seek
additional value from the relationship over time
(Gordon, 1998). For the employee, development
represents the employer’s investment in his or her
continued growth, and the attainment of progres-
sively greater knowledge, skills, and abilities. This
includes training, but extends beyond job-based
training to include the ongoing growth of employees
as they progress through successively more chal-
lenging assignments (Belcourt, Bohlander, & Snell,
2005). In today’s rapidly changing work environ-
ment, continuous development is necessary to avoid
skill obsolescence. Employees will therefore seek
employment relationships that invest in their per-
sonal growth (Jensen, 2002).

For the employer, sustainable competitive advan-
tage is created when employees are trained and
encouraged to use their abilities to create knowl-
edge (Pfeffer, 1994; Sharkie, 2003). This is particu-
larly true in the case of high-value employees,
whose knowledge and skills are organization-spe-
cific, making them a unique organizational resource
(Lepak & Snell, 1999). The expectation, therefore,
is that employees will make use of the training and
developmental opportunities they are afforded in
their jobs to create value for the organization.

A marketing approach to training, development,
and rewards would include employee input into
their design (Liljander, 2000). Employers have an
advantage over marketers with respect to develop-
ing relationships: while marketers face the chal-
lenge of collecting information on their potential
and existing customers with respect to their wants,
needs, and expectations, employers have the op-
portunity to get to know all of their employees and
to work with them to form developmental plans that
simultaneously benefit individual employees and
the organization as a whole (Liljander, 2000).

Overall, stage 2 of our model suggests that em-
ployers need to understand what high-value em-
ployees expect in terms of the benefits that they
seek from the employment relationship, the values
that they bring to the relationship, the trust they
engender, and the developmental opportunities
that they seek. They must also clearly communicate
their expectations for benefits, values, trust, and
development to employees, and search for synergies
that can be built to meet both parties’ expectations
as much as possible. The key to this stage is under-
standing the bilateral nature of these expectations,
and ensuring that neither party is ignorant or inat-
tentive to the other party’s expectations. The prac-
tice of customer relationship management (CRM),
an approach which involves the collection and anal-
ysis of customer information, presents a useful mar-
keting tool that can be adapted by employers to help
manage relationships with high-value employees.
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Such an approach might focus on meeting and ex-
ceeding high-value employees’ expectations, con-
stantly creating new value for valued employees,
and rewarding loyalty with loyalty (Buttle, 2004).
Only when this happens does the employment rela-
tionship provide high levels of value for both em-
ployee and employer.

3.3. Stage 3: Outcomes of effective
employer-employee relationships

Our framework proposes that an ongoing employ-
ment relationship of mutually met expectations
will benefit both the high-value employee and his
or her employer. We propose that the satisfaction
and commitment of employees is an important pre-
cursor to a number of benefits to the employer, such
as reduced employee withdrawal and turnover,
greater employee advocacy, and firm stability and
performance. Each of these outcomes is discussed in
turn below.

3.3.1. Satisfaction and commitment
The concepts of satisfaction and commitment have
received vast attention as outcomes in both the
management and marketing literatures. In market-
ing, satisfaction with and commitment to the value
relationship are viewed as necessary conditions for
repeat purchases (Hennig-Thurau, et al., 2002; Mor-
gan & Hunt, 1994). In management, satisfaction
with and commitment to the employment relation-
ship are important elements of employee motiva-
tion, and ultimately performance (Locke, 1976;
Meyer & Allen, 1997). A consistent finding in the
management literature is that when employees’
expectations for their job and work environment
are met or exceeded, they report satisfaction with
their job, and they report dissatisfaction when their
expectations are not met (Wanous, Poland, Pre-
mack, & Davis, 1992). Similarly, research has shown
that met expectations lead to commitment to one’s
organization (Meyer & Allen, 1997; Wanous et al.,
1992).

We therefore propose that meeting or exceeding
employees’ relational expectations will lead to em-
ployee satisfaction, and commitment to the em-
ployer. Those organizations that are successful at
determining, andmeeting or exceeding, the expect-
ations of high-value employees with respect to
benefits, values, trust, and development will reap
the rewards of satisfied and committed employees.
Internal research is essential to benchmark employ-
ees’ levels of satisfaction and commitment, and to
determine sources of dissatisfaction and low com-
mitment so they may be targeted with new rela-
tional offerings. The tools of market research, such
as surveys, interviews, and focus groups can help
employers understand which elements of the rela-
tionship are strong, which are weak, and what needs
to change.

3.3.2. Less withdrawal and turnover
We further propose that satisfied and committed
employees will be less likely to engage in withdrawal
behaviors ranging from absenteeism to withdrawal.
Employee turnover theory suggests that most avoid-
able employee turnover begins with dissatisfaction
and low levels of commitment, which lead to in-
tentions to quit, and then actual search and exit
behavior (Griffeth & Hom, 1995). Even among em-
ployees who do not elect to quit the organization,
dissatisfaction and low commitment can lead to
various forms of withdrawal or neglect, such as
increased lateness or absenteeism, lower produc-
tivity (the so-called ‘‘effort bargain’’), and lessened
quality of work (Farrell & Rusbult, 1992).

Turnover is costly to firms because of the need to
recruit, staff, and retrain workers to replace those
who leave. In the case of high-value workers, who
take with them firm-specific knowledge, skills, and
abilities, and whose value contributes to the stra-
tegic advantage of the firm, turnover is deadly,
representing the loss of a vital corporate resource.
Firms would therefore be wise to adapt the CRM
approaches discussed in stage 2 of our framework to
keep employees engaged in the achieving the firm’s
goals.

3.3.3. Advocacy
Our framework further proposes that commitment
and satisfaction will lead to advocacy, which refers
to employees’ willingness to act as ‘‘part-time mar-
keters’’ (Grönroos, 1990; Peck et al., 1999) of the
organization to both potential customers and poten-
tial employees. This reflects a willingness to recom-
mend the organization to others through word-of
mouth interactions (Buttle, 1998; Hennig-Thurau
et al., 2002). The goal of turning employees into
part-time marketers of the firm is central to the
notion of internal marketing, and helps to extend
the reach of traditional marketing practices by
focusing all employees on customer satisfaction.
From the perspective of human resources, advocacy
helps extend the firm’s recruitment efforts as
well. Research has shown that employees who are
recruited through referrals by existing employees
tend to demonstrate greater levels of quality and
satisfaction, and lower levels of turnover, than more
formally recruited employees (Breaugh, 1992). In
essence, giving employees reasons to believe in
their company also gives them reasons to act as
advocates of the company.
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3.3.4. Stability and performance
Finally, we propose that employee satisfaction,
commitment, and advocacy, as well as reduced
withdrawal and turnover, will lead to enhanced
organizational stability and performance. Satisfied,
committed employees are engaged, productive, and
more likely to work to their full potential, thus
increasing performance. Reductions in turnover
andwithdrawal increase stability in theorganization,
as the need to recruit and train new employees to
replace job-leaverswill bediminished. Thiswill allow
both employees and employers to focus on creating
value for the organization, thus leading to increased
performance. Employee advocacy of the firm will
also lead to stability and performance as advocate
employees help the organization to secure resources
in the form of customers and new employees, on
the strength of their own commitment to, and
satisfaction with, the organization.

These propositions are supported by the finding of
Tsui et al. (1997) that employees in mutual invest-
ment relationships performed better, and demon-
strated more organizational citizenship behavior
than did employees in transactional relationships.
Furthermore, a recent study found that, overall,
firms that were identified by Fortune magazine in
their 2007 list of the ‘‘100 Best Companies to Work
For’’ enjoyed greater returns than their counter-
parts on the S&P 500 (Dickler, 2007). This demon-
strates that being an employer of choice pays off in
terms of the bottom line.
4. Final thoughts

The time is ripe for a new overarching perspective
on managing people that recognizes human knowl-
edge and innovation as critical sources of sustain-
able competitive advantage. It has become clichéd
for firms to declare, ‘‘People are our greatest as-
set;’’ however, many do not reflect this aphorism in
their strategic HR practices. In the 21st century, it
will be the organizations that dedicate attention to
both internal and external market relationships that
thrive.

An increasingly competitive global labor market
requires that high-value employees be actively
sought out, retained, and fully engaged, rather than
externally motivated or coerced to contribute. In
this article, we have outlined a framework for the
application of marketing concepts to the creation
and development of mutually-beneficial, high-value
employment relationships. This fusion of ideas from
the fields of marketing and management helps in-
vigorate discussion and re-envision the employment
relationship as an ongoing exchange, which, if man-
aged and nourished, can deliver mutual long-term
value.

However, this approach must be applied with
caution. Although it is instructive to view employees
as similar to internal customers, and to view the
employee-employer relationship as similar to a mar-
keting relationship, employees are not customers in
the traditional sense of the buyer-seller relation-
ship. As such, we encourage a careful adaptation of
marketing techniques for the internal market, and a
full consideration of the differences between seller-
customer relationships and employment relation-
ships.
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