Scientific Association of

Organizational
Behavior Management

Employer Brand Hate: A Grounded Theory Conceptualization Based on
Situational Analysis

Ali Shoja' ©, Mohsen Nazari? ), Elham Ebrahimi® 2, Faraz SadeghVaziri *

Abstract Article Type:
Research-based

. . . . . . Corresponding Author:
Background & Purpose: Employer branding research has emphasized positive relationships, while Elham Ebrahimi

negative relationships with employer brands remain underexplored. Experiences of employees and job
seekers may extend beyond job dissatisfaction and develop into a hostile relationship with the | © Authors
employer brand. This study aimed to conceptualize Employer Brand Hate (EBH), clarify its
boundaries, and explain its formation contexts and modes of expression.

Methodology: This qualitative study used grounded theory and Clarke’s situational analysis within an
interpretive paradigm. Data were collected through narrative-oriented interviews with 38 employees,
former employees, and job seekers whose experiences extended beyond job dissatisfaction.
Participants were recruited through purposive, theoretical, and snowball sampling. Analysis involved
initial and focused coding, memos, situational maps, and a positional map.

Findings: EBH develops when harmful, unjust, deceptive, or value-incongruent experiences are
interpreted as signs of the employer brand’s underlying nature. The individual’s psychological
relationship with the employer brand then changes, and emotional, moral, and identity-based bonds
may become hostile, rejecting, or severed. Although EBH overlaps with job dissatisfaction,
organizational cynicism, psychological contract breach, distrust, and organizational disidentification, it
cannot be reduced to them. Its expression varies with employment status, perceived costs, and
opportunities for private or public response. It may remain hidden through silence, self-censorship,
psychological distancing, and minimal performance, or become visible through negative storytelling,
warnings to job seekers, negative word-of-mouth, and anti-brand behavior.

Conclusion: Employer Brand Hate is a dynamic and context-dependent transformation in an | po..ivea:
indiVidugl’s psychological relationship with the employer brand, through which negat.ive .experiepces February 24, 2026
develop into a stable judgment about the brand’s underlying nature. This conceptualization clarifies o o
the boundaries of the phenomenon in relation to job dissatisfaction and adjacent constructs and shows | Received in revised form:
that continued formal employment does not necessarily indicate the preservation of a psychological April 09, 2026
relationship with the employer brand. The findings can provide a basis for scale development and for | Accepted:

identifying gaps between employer brand promises and employees’ actual experiences. June 02, 2026

Published online:

Keywords: Employer brand, Employer brand hate, Situational analysis, Grounded theory, Negative Tune 20. 2026

brand relationships.

Citation: Shoja, Ali; Nazari, Mohsen; Ebrahimi, Elham & Sadegh Vaziri, Faraz (2026). Employer Brand Hate: A Grounded Theory
Conceptualization Based on  Situational  Analysis. Journal of Human  Resource  Studies, 16(2), 36 — 62.
https://doi.org/10.22034/jhrs.2026.592146.2614

1. Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Marketing Management, Faculty of Business Management, College of Management, University of
Tehran, Tehran, Iran. E-mail: shoja.ali@ut.ac.ir

2. Prof., Department of Management, Faculty of Business Management, College of Management, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. E-mail:
mohsen.nazari@ut.ac.ir

3. Associate Prof., Department of Management, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies, Tehran, Iran. E-mail: e.ebrahimi@jihcs.ac.ir

4. Associate Prof., Department of Management, Faculty Management, Kharazmi University, Tehran, Iran. E-mail: vaziri@khu.ac.ir

Published by Shahid Sattari Aeronautical University, Faculty of Management @ @ @
Journal of Human Resource Studies, 2026, Summer, Vol, 16, No, 2, PP. 36 - 62 P

E.ISSN: 278_3‘0‘?24 Journal of Human Resource Studies is licensed under a Creative
http://www jhrs.it/ Commons Attribution 4.0 International License



mailto:mohsen.nazari@ut.ac.ir?to=%22Mohsen%20Nazari%22%20%3Cmohsen.nazari%40ut.ac.ir%3E
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3813-2100
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2861-2052
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2276-4453
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4016-7177
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

Employer Brand Hate: A Grounded Theory Conceptualization Based... | Shoja et al.

Employer Brand Hate: A Grounded Theory Conceptualization Based on
Situational Analysis

Extended Abstract

Background & Purpose

Employer branding research has largely emphasized favorable outcomes such as
attractiveness, identification, commitment, loyalty, advocacy, and employer brand love,
leaving severely negative relationships with employer brands comparatively underexplored.
Yet employees, former employees, and job seekers may experience injustice, humiliation,
exploitation, exclusion, value violation, deceptive recruitment messages, and persistent gaps
between employer brand promises and actual work experience. Such experiences may extend
beyond ordinary job dissatisfaction and transform the individual’s relationship with the
employer brand into a deeply negative and sometimes hostile one. Although recent research
has introduced brand hate into employee contexts, its emotional meaning, boundaries from
adjacent organizational constructs, and the process through which negative experiences
become judgments about the employer brand’s underlying nature remain insufficiently
clarified. This study therefore conceptualizes Employer Brand Hate (EBH), clarifies its
conceptual boundaries and formation contexts, and explains how it is expressed privately or

publicly across different employment situations.

Methodology

This qualitative, basic study was conducted within an interpretive paradigm using grounded
theory and Adele Clarke’s Situational Analysis. Participants were 38 individuals—25 current
employees, 9 former employees, and 4 job seekers—whose negative experiences with
employer brands extended beyond routine job dissatisfaction and involved perceived harm,
injustice, exclusion, deception, or a lasting change in the relationship. Sampling began
purposively and continued theoretically and through snowball referrals until theoretical
sufficiency was reached. Data were collected through 25 online and 13 face-to-face, in-depth,
semi-structured, narrative-oriented interviews lasting 20—60 minutes. Analysis proceeded
concurrently with data collection and included initial and focused coding, constant
comparison, analytical memo writing, and repeated map revision. The 449 initial codes
informed messy and ordered situational maps. Positional maps were then developed, and the
article reports the map concerning continuation or termination of formal employment and
private or public expression of hate.

Findings

The findings show that EBH is not merely an intense negative emotion and cannot be equated
with job dissatisfaction, organizational cynicism, psychological contract breach, distrust,
burnout, or organizational disidentification. These experiences may contribute to its

development, but EBH emerges when individuals move beyond evaluating an isolated event
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and interpret harmful, unjust, deceptive, or value-incongruent experiences as evidence of what
the employer brand fundamentally is. A poor managerial decision is then no longer viewed
only as a temporary failure; the employer brand itself becomes associated with injustice,
deception, exploitation, threat, or moral incompatibility.

Accordingly, EBH was conceptualized as a negative, dynamic, relational, and context-
dependent transformation of the individual’s psychological relationship with the employer
brand. This relationship encompasses cognitive, emotional, moral, identity-based, and value-
laden bonds through which individuals interpret the employer brand and subsequent
organizational experiences. EBH develops when these bonds become hostile, rejecting, or
severed. A central mechanism is the reinterpretation of experience: gaps between recruitment
promises and lived reality, repeated injustice, humiliation, exclusion, or value violations
gradually become signals of the employer brand’s underlying character. Once established,
hate may function as an interpretive frame through which later managerial decisions, human
resource messages, and even corrective actions are judged.

The situational maps demonstrated that EBH does not develop in a psychological vacuum.
Managers, human resource units, coworkers, informal employee networks, employment
contracts, performance systems, social media, employer-review platforms, labor-market
norms, power asymmetries, and broader economic conditions influence how negative
experiences are understood and expressed. Narratives shared by others may validate the
individual’s interpretation and reinforce the belief that the problem reflects the employer
brand rather than a single person or temporary condition.

The selected positional map showed that continued formal employment does not
necessarily indicate preservation of the psychological relationship. Current employees may
remain formally employed while emotionally and identity-wise distancing themselves from
the employer brand. In such positions, hate is more likely to remain private through silence,
self-censorship, psychological withdrawal, minimal performance, or limited corrective efforts.
Public opposition during employment was weak or nearly absent because economic
dependence, fear of retaliation, unequal power, and concern for professional reputation
restricted open expression. After employment ended or dependence declined, former
employees more readily recounted negative experiences, warned job seekers, posted reviews,
engaged in negative word-of-mouth, or displayed anti-brand behavior. Job seekers occupied a
pre-employment position: negative recruitment experiences or adverse employer narratives

could prompt withdrawal, offer rejection, distancing, or warnings to others.

Conclusion

The study extends employer branding research beyond its predominantly positive orientation
by offering a relationship-based conceptualization of EBH. Its principal theoretical
contribution is identifying the threshold at which negative employment experiences become
brand-directed hate: the transition occurs when individuals attribute the experience to the
nature and mode of operation of the employer brand and their psychological relationship
becomes hostile, rejecting, or severed. EBH is therefore more than intensified dissatisfaction
and is not defined solely by observable negative word-of-mouth or anti-brand behavior. It may
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remain silent while formal employment continues, making the distinction between formal
employment and psychological connection especially important.

The findings also provide practical guidance. Employer branding cannot be managed only
through recruitment advertising, value statements, or social-media content. When official
promises conflict with employees’ lived experiences, they may heighten perceptions of
deception and accelerate relational deterioration. Organizations should periodically audit the
gap between employer promises and actual experience, distinguish routine dissatisfaction
from high-risk experiences such as humiliation, discrimination, deception, and repeated
promise violation, and provide safe, confidential, and credible channels for voice and redress.
Silence should not be treated as evidence that no serious problem exists. Recruitment, exit,
and former-employee relations also require careful management because negative experiences
before entry or after departure can influence employer reputation. Recurring complaints,
withdrawal, unresolved grievances, exit narratives, and online reviews can serve as early-
warning indicators. The conceptualization provides a foundation for developing and validating
an EBH measurement scale and for testing its antecedents, expressions, and outcomes across

industries, occupations, generations, and cultural settings.

Keywords: Employer brand, Employer brand hate, Situational analysis, Grounded theory,
Negative brand relationships.
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