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Abstract 
The main goal of this review is to give an overview of scientific publications con-
cerning the employer attractiveness of German hospitals from the perspective of 
medical doctors in order to identify future research possibilities. After a summary of 
central problems concerning the German health sector and its current challenges, the 
study design behind the systematic content analysis as well as its criteria are pre-
sented. Selected results describe characteristics of expert literature for employer at-
tractiveness in general, the attractiveness of German hospitals as employers (“hospit-
al employer attractiveness” for short) as well as employer attractiveness from a med-
ical doctor’s point of view. For each of these areas, focal points of research and main 
results are summarized and research gaps are pointed out. 
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1. Central Problem and Challenges for Scientific Research 

This topic is relevant due to demographic developments in Germany. A lack of medical 
doctors is already perceptible. An inadequate medical provision will intensify in the 
following years and decades as a result of the “Dual Demographic Problem” which con-
sists of a growing demand for staff in healthcare and a sinking supply of skilled medical 
labour. Replacement necessities and the general increase in the demand for doctors, as 
well as the inflow of new doctors, have significant influence on the number of available 
doctors and the lack of doctors as a whole [1]. 
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The increasing demand for staff in health care can be ascribed to several reasons, e.g. 
demographic changes in an ageing society resulting in an increased demand for medical 
services [2] [3] or the amendment to the Arbeitszeitgesetz (working time law) which 
recognizes on-call duties as working time [1]. On the supply side, there is a continuing 
decline in medical professionals. The reasons for this development are e.g. a drop in the 
number of university graduates due to low birth rates [4] and a higher drop-out rate in 
medical studies [1] [3] coinciding with an increase in retirement entrances [2]. Until 
the year 2020 18,940 currently working doctors in hospitals and 51,800 contractual 
physicians will have finished working due to old age [1] [5]. Furthermore, the number 
of doctors who go abroad increased significantly in the last years (on average 2560 doc-
tors per year since 2005) and medical experts increasingly search for work in alternative 
fields, e.g. in the pharmaceutical industry, scientific research or the insurance sector [2]. 

As a result there is an increased competition on the job market for medical profes-
sionals. Especially nonprofit hospitals increasingly need to face an economisation of so-
cial services and present themselves as attractive employers to the medical doctors 
available in the market in order to maintain their personnel performance capacity. Es-
pecially with respect to the following generations (“Generation Y” and “Generation Z”) 
the perceived “attractiveness” of a potential employer as a basis of decision-making be-
comes more and more important for working place choices. Employer attractiveness is 
defined as “the envisioned benefits that a potential employee sees in working for a spe-
cific organization” by Berthon, Ewing and Hah [6]. The target of a strategic process of 
Employer Branding is the Employer Brand. 

In the future, increasingly scarce personnel medical resources are an important 
forthcoming challenge for hospitals due to their high personnel intensity and the ser-
vice character of the health sector. The establishment of an employer brand and hospit-
al employer attractiveness are tested methods to encounter these difficulties. The 
present review show the current state of research for this topic as well as perspectives 
for future research projects from the point of view of (nonprofit) hospitals.  

2. Objective and Study Design 

This review is a systematic content analysis of mainly German-language expert litera-
ture on the subject and scientific studies of employer attractiveness with or without a 
focus on medical doctors. Content analysis is defined as an empirical approach to de-
scribe content-based and formal characteristics of messages in a systematic, inter sub-
jective and transparent way; often with the goal of creating a basis for an interpretative 
inference [7]. The observations are focussed on the situation of medical doctors. The 
objective is to present the current state of research in a comprehensive and structured 
way to identify potential fields of research and further resource mobilisation for the re-
search subject of doctor shortages in hospitals.  

The included publications are structured systematically into 18 categories and will be 
analysed comprehensively according to the following criteria: 
• temporal placement and content of the publications: 
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 overview of amount and development of publications over time. 
 focal points and und research topics (chronologically). 

• design, methodology and theoretical foundation of the publications: 
 rates of theoretical and empirical works. 
 study types and research methods. 
 test subjects and study participants. 
 models and theoretical references. 

• context and classification of the literature: 
 references to sector and occupational group. 
 country of origin and publication. 

3. Selected Results 
3.1. Literature Survey 

In total, 283 publications were included in the systematic structuring and analysis. The 
publications can be differentiated using the criteria “research topic” on the one hand 
and “publication type” on the other hand-resulting in a matrix with 15 categories (see 
Figure 1).  

Additionally, the systematic structuring of the publications used the following three 
categories:  
• studies about personnel/human resources (7 publications). 
• studies about hospitals (9 publications). 
• websites (8 publications). 

Consequently, the literature is systematized using 18 categories as a structural basis 
for later analysis. As Figure 1 shows, publications are focussed on primary statistics 
and theoretical works on employer attractiveness in general so far. 

3.2. Employer Attractiveness in General 

The first relevant publication in this context was the primary statistical research work 
“The Employer Brand” by Tim Ambler and Simon Barrow released in the year 1996. 
However, it was only as of 2008 that interest in this topic grew and the number of pub-
lications increased sharply. The publications show a wide range of contents, though the 
following focus areas can be identified: 
• factors that influence an organisation’s attractiveness, reputation and image. 
• theoretical basis and implementation (process) of employer branding to establish an 

 

 
Figure 1. Literature classification. 



J. Merk, A. Rahmel 
 

4 

employer brand and increase employer attractiveness. 
• factors and means to influence employer attractiveness, application intentions and 

employer brands, e.g. family friendliness of companies. 
• requirements for an attractive employer, employer competition und employer 

rankings. 
• requirements inventory for the implementation and application of employer brand-

ing and employer attractiveness in practice. 
• employer attractiveness for small and medium-sized enterprises. 
• internationalization of an employer brand and international recruitment of skilled 

professionals. 
About 50 percent of publications in this field are primary statistical studies, about 42 

percent are of a theoretical nature and only about 8 percent are secondary-empirical 
works. Primary statistical works mainly use quantitative research methodologies (75 
percent). More than half of the studies use a variety of students from different fields of 
study as test subjects, with economics and management students as the biggest groups. 
The perspective of recruitment clearly is the focal point of most publications. In very 
few works, there is a sector- or occupational group-centered survey or analysis (only 
about 15 percent of publications). There are only about 30 percent of publications 
which contain scientific study approaches and a theoretical scientific foundation, as 
well. Oftentimes, the authors come from an scientific economics background, often 
with an emphasis on human resource management or marketing, they usually teach 
students full time or part time and about a fifth of them work for a consulting com-
pany. Foreign publications come from a big range of countries, most of them are from 
the United States. 

3.3. Hospital Employer Attractiveness 

An increased interest in the topic of “hospital employer attractiveness” only exists since 
the year 2010. The most common subjects of publications are family friendliness of 
hospitals, the importance of corporate culture, hospital branding and employer brand-
ing, staff recruitment and personnel commitment as well as human resource concepts 
for hospitals, the importance of employer attractiveness in both theory and in practice 
and employer attractiveness from the perspective of Generation Y. The key areas of 
publications in the field of hospital employer attractiveness so far are book chapters and 
theoretic scientific and popular scientific articles which are quite strongly guided by the 
latest general findings. There is only a relatively small amount of primary statistical 
works; quantitative research methods are applied in a big majority of publications while 
there are hardly any secondary empirical works. Similar to the literature on general 
employer attractiveness, hospital employer attractiveness publications don’t contain 
any theoretic references and only traces of a scientific basis, most of the time. Usually, 
the authors have a background in health science or practical experiences in health care. 

3.4. Employer Attractiveness from a Doctor’s Point of View 

Publications on employer attractiveness from the perspective of the occupational group 
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of medical doctors exist since 2005. Common contents of the publications are (prospec-
tive) doctors’ point of views on employer attractiveness, employer branding, the influ-
ence of job advertisements information on application intentions, expectations of pro-
spective doctors towards their profession, family and their work-life-balance, employer 
attractiveness from the perspective of Generation Y and general approaches to solve the 
problem of doctor shortages. The studies performed on this subject area were for the 
most part primary statistical publications. However, there is only a small amount of 
publications and all of them used quantitative research methods. Most of the time, test 
subjects were medical students and a recruitment perspective proves to be quite domi-
nant. A focus on single medical disciplines is rare to find; most of the time, different 
disciplines and hierarchy levels are viewed as a whole. Here again there is hardly any 
scientific foundation. The authors (mainly groups of authors) usually have a medical 
and/or economic background. 

4. Reflexion and Critical Appraisal 
4.1. General Findings on Employer Attractiveness 

The following main topics can be identified for studies that deal with employer attrac-
tiveness in general: survey of target groups in the job market to gather information 
about their requirements, preferences, values, goals, preferred information and com-
munication channels as well as their take on the attractiveness of certain companies or 
their perception of different employer brands and images; surveys on the characteristics 
of a preferred employer and creating a desired profile and preference lists concerning 
the most important employer attractiveness factors; studies on the impact of single fac-
tors on the attractiveness of certain sectors and functions, e.g. the attractiveness of fam-
ily businesses in comparison to large enterprises; theory and realization of employer 
branding, e.g. requirements inventory for the establishment of a practical employer 
brand. The present review mainly focuses on relevant factors of employer attractive-
ness, influences on attractive features as an employer and preferences of the target 
group. 

The top factors of employer attractiveness relate to the direct work situation and, 
therefore, factors that can be influenced by human resources. In contrast, product- and 
enterprise-specific factors, like product or service quality or the size of a company, 
don’t seem to be of prime importance.  

In the general studies (comparison between 10 studies from 2003 to 2012, e.g. [8] [9] 
[10] [11]) the following factors can be identified as the most important for employer 
attractiveness:  
• career and promotion opportunities. 
• training and development opportunities. 
• work environment. 
• work task (interesting, challenging, enjoyable etc.). 
• compensation (appropriate, performance-oriented etc.). 

However, there are differences depending on which groups of persons were surveyed. 
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The following factors and characteristics can be identified as the most important influ-
ences on the assessment of employer attractiveness: value orientation of the generations 
(traditionals, baby boomers, Generation X, Generation Y, Generation Z), occupational 
group or field of study, phase of life, personality traits, sex, age and occupational status 
(e.g. students or employed persons, employer or employee, high potential or profes-
sional or standard performer). The interest profile of applicants are composed from 
different factors; most important among them are the value orientation of the genera-
tion, the occupation group and the phase of life as well as the personality structure. 
Moreover, differences in the technique used to collect the data can be identified. As a 
result of techniques of active naming (in contrast to marking with a cross) there are 
variations in ranking sequences, mostly due to the factor compensation which is ranked 
as much more important with active naming. Also, factors and characteristics of em-
ployer attractiveness and their importance are rated differently by employers and em-
ployees. Predominantly, the studies represent a recruitment perspective; there are no 
isolated considerations of different perspectives, although indications can be found that 
different factors of employee recruitment, commitment and motivation are important. 
Cultural and country-specific factors have an influence, as well. 

4.2. Identify the Headings Findings on Hospital Employer  
Attractiveness 

So far, there are only a few primary statistical studies on hospital employer attractive-
ness; the existing studies focus on instruments for staff recruitment and commitment. 
Figure 2 presents the instruments that are used most often in hospitals to recruit and 
commit employees. The summary is based on an analysis of 5 studies from the period 
between 2010 and 2013 (e.g. [1] [12] [13]). 

Studies also show that work reality and expectations of (prospective) doctors differ 
strongly, even though the importance of different factors of employee commitment are 
well-known. 

4.3. Findings from the Perspective of Doctors  

Only a few studies concern the views of medical doctors who are already in employment.  
 

 
Figure 2. Instruments for staff recruitment and com-
mitment most often used. 
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Most of the publications present the perspective of students or graduates. The few 
studies which deal with commitment and motivation show that the identification with 
hospitals as employers is quite low and the readiness to switch employers is rather high. 
A comparison of studies from the period of 2005 to 2013 (e.g. [14] [15] [16]) shows that 
there is a particularly great dissatisfaction among prospective doctors with the follow-
ing factors:  
• difficulties in reconciling professional and family life. 
• inappropriate, bad or very limited compensation. 
• working time organization (excessively long hours of work, not enough spare time, 

insufficient compensation for overtime). 
• stress and heavy workload. 
• rigid hierarchies. 
• too much bureaucracy. 

As far as employer attractiveness from doctors’ point of views are concerned, factors 
that can be influenced by personnel policy are significant, while factors less connected 
to personnel policy, like a hospital’s levels of medical care, ownership or size are rather 
unimportant. A good working atmosphere can be identified as the sole cross-study fac-
tor of attractiveness. Training opportunities and the reconciling of work and family life 
are other factors that are repeatedly mentioned. Apart from these exceptions, there are 
rather big differences depending on field, hierarchy level and sex of the target group; 
there are also big differences between students and working doctors [14]-[19]. 

Some findings from general scientific research can be transferred to the research 
subject of “doctors in hospitals”, e.g. theoretical backgrounds and concepts, while the 
only major difference between sectors lies in the definition of the applicant target group 
and the resulting specific catalogue of measures.  

It is very likely that the general influencing factors on employer attractiveness can be 
transferred to the hospital sector as well as findings from this area that can be seen as 
relatively stable across sectors or studies that collect data from several sectors and dif-
ferent occupational groups. Value orientations of generations, stages of life and person-
ality structures are examples for rather stable and cross-sectoral factors. Studies also 
came to the cross-sectoral conclusion that the most important factors of employer at-
tractiveness relate to the direct work situation and a person’s own working conditions – 
factors that can be described as egoistical. From an applicant’s point of view, factors like 
the company’s product or services, size or other enterprise characteristics are not pri-
mary influences on employer attraction. It is very likely that this can be applied to the 
hospital sector. Different general studies also confirm the positive influence of factors 
like corporate social responsibility, company reputation and family friendliness on em-
ployer and organization attractiveness for different sectors and occupational groups – 
these results also can be applied to hospitals with a high degree of certainty.  

However, some areas should be researched in isolation and from the perspective of 
medical doctors. Both the occupational group and the studying choices have a big in-
fluence on the importance of single factors of attractiveness. In different studies, there 
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are rather big differences between occupational groups as well as between an overall 
view and the view of a specific occupational group, concerning relevant characteristics 
of employer attractiveness. For that reason, factors that are relevant for a specific occu-
pational group cannot be transferred to another occupational group like medical doc-
tors directly. It is crucial to conduct a study which examines relevant factors in an oc-
cupational group-specific analysis. A similar recommendation should be made for 
studies on employer attractiveness from different countries. Studies show that there are 
different country-specific and cultural priorities and assessments by candidates and the 
attractiveness of different factors is rated differently, too. These studies cannot be 
transferred to Germany and, more particularly, to the hospital sector, since these areas 
show very different characteristics in a lot of countries. 

5. Potential Research Areas, Future Challenges and Conclusion 

In general, there is a need to expand scientific research on the subject, because existing 
publications are focussed on practice-oriented studies. The present studies also cover 
the view of medical students primarily, while working situations and employer attrac-
tiveness from a working doctor’s perspective are hardly illuminated. That is why it is 
important to redirect the focus of future research activities towards professionally ex-
perienced and already employed doctors, because studies indicate that there are big 
differences between students and employees. Furthermore, studies are primarily con-
cerned with external target groups and a recruitment perspective. The perspectives of 
commitment and motivation should be examined more thoroughly, since according to 
study results, identification with the employer is low amongst doctors and commitment 
is not very high either with a high willingness to switch employers. Factors of employer 
attractiveness and preferences should be measured separately for potential and current 
employees, because there are (at least in part) variations on the factors for recruitment, 
commitment and motivation.  

Previous studies point to the fact that there are differences concerning requirements 
and preferences between different specialist medical groups among doctors since they 
face different expectations and demands in daily work as well. In any case, there should 
be more specialist medical group-specific studies on employer attractiveness, also to 
determine, how big the differences actually are as well as which findings are valid for 
which doctor group (and which are not).  

The same can be said about hospital hierarchy levels: studies show different results 
for working satisfaction and preferred employer characteristics depending on the level. 
Both the relevance and the extent of this difference should be examined more closely, 
so employer branding efforts can be geared towards target groups. Differences between 
sexes should also be examined considering the continuing feminization of medicine. 

In addition, there are further research opportunities to be mentioned, e.g. the analy-
sis of the actual effects of single characteristics that were identified as important for 
hospital employer attractiveness and their control parameters, since there are only 
studies on the family friendliness of hospitals so far as well as on the establishment of 
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international employer brands by hospitals and foreign doctors’ requirements on Ger-
man hospitals. 

Moreover, a scientific confirmation of the influences of hospital and service brands 
and the quality of treatment on employer attractiveness is still pending. Similarly, there 
is still no evidence that the shortage of doctors is lower in hospitals with an established 
employer brand as opposed to hospitals without an established employer brand. 

Since the lack of doctors is expected to increase even further, the research area “em-
ployer attractiveness from doctors’ point of views” will be highly relevant and current. 
Several findings can be transferred from general studies to the research subject of 
medical doctors in hospitals, many areas must be examined more distinctively, how-
ever. 
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