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The entrepreneur, the trailblazer and the cosmopolitan: promoting the 
ideal worker through employee testimonials 

 
Kobe De Keere (University of Amsterdam) and Fabio Cescon (University of Lausanne)  

 

Abstract 

It is a common practice among employers to publish employee testimonials on their websites. They are 
intended to attract and regulate employees by expressing organizational objectives and setting cultural 
standards for employee behaviour. As such, organisations systematically defuse a profile of what they deem 
their ‘ideal worker’. This study entails a combination of quantitative and qualitative content analysis of a 
sample of employee testimonials (N:181) published by a organisations (N:37) from four employment 
sectors (finance, tech, energy and government). In this way, it is explored which cultural repertoires 
organizations draw upon to regulate the identities of their (future) employees. Eventually, three ideal types 
of workers are distinguished: ‘the entrepreneur’, with an emphasis on risk-taking, hard work and passion, 
‘the trailblazer’, focused on innovation and changing the world, and, ‘the cosmopolitan’, who fully 
embraces the globalized work environment. Significant variations exist in sectorial popularity of each ideal 
worker.  
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Main text 

Introduction 

How do workers get attached to their jobs? People work for money, status and power, but only looking at 
extrinsic motivation does not carry us very far in understanding the full social meaning of work. Through 
their work people aim to find identity, direction and fulfilment (Budd, 2010), so for employers it does not 
suffice to only offer financial gain or higher status as rewards. If not their employees run the risk of 
alienating from their own labour. As such, a wilful workforce is (at least partially) dependent on identity 
regulation, a technique of government through which organizations steer, build and process the 
subjectivities of their workers (Adkins & Lury, 1999 Alvesson, 2010).  

Eventually, work must be turned into a some kind of “calling” (Weber, 2005) and therefore also the self 
of the worker needs to be culturally (re)defined. This study revisits the debate on workers’ identity 
construction by positing that organizational communication is a constitutive element within this form of 
managerial regulation. By depicting what they consider an “ideal worker”, firms and organizations actively 
contribute to shaping the professional identities of their employees while integrating them in their 
organizational culture. The aim is to determine, on a discursive level, which repertoires organizations rely 
on to perform this identity regulation. In particular, the focus is on the case of multinational employers 
(N: 37), i.e. employment organizations that are active within multiple countries and recruit internationally, 
by analysing the employee testimonials (N:181) they post on their webpages.  

Employee testimonials are personal narratives by current employees, published by organizations, that 
explain why they value working for the organization, what drives them in their work and how they 
experience the company culture. These narratives have a double goal: on the one hand, as cultural 
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standards, they promote a type of professional conduct, expected of current and future employees. 
Eventually these symbolic repertoires end up in people’s “cultural toolkits” (Swidler, 1986) on which they 
draw, to navigate their organizational lives. On the other hand, by using real employers, organizations 
attempt to humanize their organization. This allows them to tackle the problem of inauthenticity that is 
often attached to corporate branding (Maagaard, 2014), making the enterprise less impersonal and more 
attractive. Through a type of employee ventriloquism, the organization presents their ideal employees, 
making these testimonials a compelling site to analyze identity regulation as a managerial technique for 
both attraction and retention of employees.  

This article aims to uncover the repertoires that multinational organizations rely on to produce the image 
of an ideal worker. We present the findings of a thematic content analysis, supported by quantitative and 
qualitative coding, of employee testimonial collected from four international employment sectors: (1) 
energy, (2) technology, (3) finance and (4) governmental. The article starts with reopening the debate about 
alienation and work to continue with laying out how the ideal worker can enter as discursive vehicle to 
solve alienation by closing the gap between organizational and individual motivations. We finally end the 
theoretical part of the article by describing the historical changes in the way the ideal worker has been, 
over time, imagined and re-imagined. Subsequently we proceed to the empirical part by describing our 
case selection (multinational employers), our data (testimonials) and our methodological approach (a 
combination of qualitative and quantitative thematic content analysis). Eventually we end the empirical 
part with describing the three most prevalent types of ideal workers employed by the multinational 
organisations in our sample: (1) the entrepreneur, (2) the trailblazer and (3) the cosmopolitan.  

The problem of alienation on the job  

The argument that commitment to work can never fully be realized as long as the antagonism between self 
and work is not being transcended, dates back to at least early industrialization and has been the topic of 
much classical theorizing (e.g. Arendt 1998; Marx, 1988; Weber, 2005). Moreover, that this problem of 
alienation through work is more than a philosophical question has been demonstrated by a string of 
empirical studies showing that unsatisfactory work is related to feelings of disassociation and distancing 
(for overview see Budd, 2011: 95). This problem can, however, be approach from drastically different 
angles. 

The most classical way of interpreting the issue of alienation is through a Marxist perspective. Following a 
Hegelian logic, Marx (1988) saw work as a path towards self-realization. By working, we externalize 
ourselves as human beings and become objective realities to both others as well as ourselves. However, as 
Marx reasoned, in a capitalist economic system, surplus value is extracted from labour which is only 
possible when workers are systematically separated from control over production. Hence, the value of 
labour, he famously stated, is eventually hidden in commodities (Marx, 2013). Consequently, labour is 
reduced to a mere resource, making self-realization impossible. The argument has been reiterated many 
times both as a theoretical argument (cf. Arendt, 1998) as well as forming the basis for empirical research 
on labour exploitation (cf. Braverman, 1998; Buroway, 1979). Eventually, the solution to alienation is the 
reorganization of the means of production through an economic and political empowerment of the 
worker. 

However, the issue of alienation can also be approached from a very different angle by framing it as a 
practical managerial problem. This approach focuses on regulating organizational productivity by 
enhancing employee’s motivation. As long as workers feel alienated from their work environment and 
professional tasks, they cannot fulfil their full potential as contributors to the organizational objectives. 
From this perspective, alienation is a problem of job satisfaction and psychological wellbeing. Solving this 
problem became one of the core tasks of modern human resource management and Industrial and 
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Organizational (I-O) psychology. Numerous managerial models, such as Schneider’s (1987) Attraction-
Selection-Attrition model, Becker’s (1964) emphasis on Human Capital or the Job Characteristic Theory 
of Hackman and Oldman (1975), were developed in an attempt to resolve alienation as a managerial 
problem to enhance  productivity, competitiveness and efficiency. These models were built on the 
consensus - often implicitly infused by a Maslowian or essentialist concepts of self – that employees need 
to be intrinsically motivated to be fully productive. Hence, to eradicate alienation from the workforce, HR 
managers need to align people’s personal needs with those of the organization. Or, to use a popular 
managerial idiom, optimize the Person-Organization (P-O) fit (Judge & Cable, 1997). This can be achieved 
through selecting employees whose intrinsic motivation and values already fits the organization or by 
cultivating an attractive organizational culture conducive to a  “good morale”.  

Although these perspectives propose very different roads towards solving the problem of alienation (i.e. 
rearranging labour relations versus managerial intervention), the final goal remains the same: a 
(re)unification of work and self. Yet, instead of a solution, this unification in itself can also be viewed as a 
problem, as a Foucauldian inspired approach reveals (see Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Fleming, 2009; 
Rose 1989, Du Gay, 1996; Vallas & Cummins, 2015). The follow Foucault (1998) argument that power 
does not necessarily operates through subtraction, i.e. through punishment or rewards, but more often 
through enabling. By trying to unite self and work, organizations actively govern employees through 
enabling self-actualization and aligning it with company goals (i.e. conduct of conduct). In a similar vein 
Paul Du Gay (1996: 51) explained that “ ‘job satisfaction’ and ‘motivation’ are not phenomena that exist 
in some timeless, universal realm waiting to be discovered by, and deployed within, managerial discourse. 
Both the basic concepts and the practices that bestow upon them a material reality are products of changes 
in the imagination and organization of work.” Hence, the managerial gaze is directed towards processing 
subjectivities as a means of exercising power and organizing labour (Adkins & Lury, 1999). In other words, 
to unite self and work, and circumvent the Marxist problem of alienation, they engage in processes of 
“identity regulation” (Alvesson and Willmots, 2002). 
 

Regulating identities through an ideal worker 

Work identities emerge out of a kaleidoscopic arrangement of institutions, social positions and other 
cultural sources such as media, arts or entertainment. Much of our socialization into work takes place 
outside of the workplace, notably through family upbringing and schooling. Paul Willis (1977), for 
example, shows this dynamic in his classical study on how working class ‘lads’ are being funnelled into a 
life of manual labour through cultural scripts of anti-intellectualism and masculinity. Bowles and Gintis 
(1977) even argued that schooling in capitalist society is only there to prepare a new generation of obedient 
and disciplined workers. Moreover, also popular culture is an important channel of identity formation, 
both directly – through career advice books or websites (Valles & Cummins,  2015, De Keere, 2014) – 
and indirectly – through  novels, movies and television (Davis & Frink, 2014). 

However, also managerial techniques play a substantial role in subjectification processes by directly and 
indirectly enabling workers’ “will to work”. The latter emerges by producing a subject that derives meaning 
out of work. Through managerial discourses on belonging, motivation and self-actualization, managers 
attempt to amend the “dislocation” (Du Gay, 1996) between work and self. Hence, organizational power 
does not impede self-formation (i.e. alienation through subtracting), but instead produces it through 
defining possibilities and affirming ideals (i.e. regulation through enabling). This managerial unification of 
work and self, however, can leave the worker more vulnerable to exploitation as strong personal 
identification with work makes it harder to set boundaries and resist unfavourable working conditions 
(Cech, 2021). “Through striving to fulfil their own needs and wishes at work,” as Nikolas Rose pointed 
out “each employee will thus work for the advance of the enterprise; the more the individual fulfils him 



4 
 

or herself, the greater the benefit to the company.” (1989: 56).  As such, organizations can discursively 
regulate identities on multiple fronts (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002). Besides offering narratives on the 
self, discursive managerial control can work through setting a scene, cultivating organizational culture, 
declaring mission statement and acknowledging industry standards. Additionally, managers can also 
activate relational dynamics of belonging (and differentiation) as a way to bridge the gap between work and 
self (Mears, 2015). Finally, organization’s activities can be draped in positive social values, allowing 
managerial discourse to tap into (already existing) moral identities of their employees. We argue here that 
these different aspects of identity regulation within organizations eventually converge in the image of an 
‘ideal worker’.  

Yet, people are not born in work organizations, their life trajectories already bestow them with a certain 
set of dispositions, worldviews and self-conceptions (De Keere, 2020). The extent to which these a priori 
align with the organizational image of the ideal worker greatly varies. Previous research demonstrated that 
organizational gatekeepers more easily hire candidates that emit the right cultural signals and rely on (often 
classed) self-narratives that echo the organizational ideal (Rivera, 2016; Friedman & Laurison, 2019; De 
Keere 2020). Furthermore, as several studies have demonstrated, the ideal worker often also includes 
other extra-organizational societal markers such as race, gender, age or class, converging towards a white 
middle class model (Turco, 2010; Acker, 1990; Blair-Loy, 2009; Davies & Frink, 2014; Neely, 2020; 
Adkins & Lury, 1999). Hence, the image of the ideal worker also serves as a template for managerial 
decision-taking, steering recruitment, retention and promotion and thus operates as a tool of both 
inclusion and exclusion.  

 

A changing ideal 

The contours of the ideal white-collar worker are historically specific. Up until the 1980s, employment 
relations in most industrialized countries were characterized by long-term commitment and intra-
organizational mobility (Vosko 2009; DiMaggio, 2001, Neely 2020). As depicted by William Whyte 
(1956) in his “Organizational Man” - the ideal employee of that era - is a steadfast, loyal and risk-averse 
family man looking for lifelong employment and a career within the company. Through a historical 
analysis, Davies and Frink (2014) point out how this ideal, from its origin, is heavily gendered and 
racialized. They show how an increasing separation between work and private life under Fordism, 
eventually casted the white middle-class family man (with a stay-at-home spouse) as the only eligible 
candidate for the ideal worker. 

By the end of the 20th century, several political, organizational and structural changes eroded the 
organizational man as an ideal. Firstly, the educational expansion meant a large influx of new class of 
higher educated young people collectively entering the labour market. As Pierre Bourdieu (1984) already 
observed in the 1960s, this group is marked by new self-expressive aspirations and a disdain for old 
morality of duty and discipline, strongly contradicting with the ideal of the organizational man. Second, 
due to an organizational power shift, away from the manager and towards the shareholders and investors, 
the long-term relationship between employer and employees contract came under pressure (DiMaggio, 
2001, Vosko, 2009). Instead of being assessed based on their durability, productivity and efficiency, 
organizations need to be primarily profitable and are seen as merely portfolios of activities which can be 
dropped, replaced or enhanced (DiMaggio, 2001: 21). Consequently, employment management became 
increasingly concerned with flexibility and inter-organizational mobility. Moreover, the 1980s witnessed 
the emergence of neoliberalism as a political program, which undermined the political power of labour 
union and minimized employment rights and benefits. As a result, the bargaining position of workers 
weakened, leading to what Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) called, a ‘new spirit of capitalism’, largely resting 
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on a “project logic”. Instead of investing in developing specific skills through long-term commitments, the 
worker has to demonstrate their versatility and creativity by engaging in a range of different projects within 
multiple organizational settings.  

This new employment reality impacted the description of the ideal worker, taking the shape of an 
entrepreneurial and self-reliant homo economicus (Du Gay, 1996; Rose, 1989). In this new discursive 
regime, drive and passion arouse as defining characteristics of the ideal worker, making them powerful 
moral imperatives within the professional realm (Cech, 2021; Neely & Roa, 2018, Author A). Moreover, 
unlike the organizational man, the loyalty of the entrepreneurial self lies in oneself only. The latter is 
inspired, flexible and focused on risk-taking and self-development. Neely (2020) aptly coined this cultural 
ideal the “portfolio worker”. In order to survive within the neoliberal labour market, the contemporary 
employee needs to work on their own authentic “personal brand” rather than cultivating long-term 
devotion toward one firm only (see also Vallas & Cummings, 2014).  

In sum, whether you take a Marxist or managerial route to analyse our work lives, alienation arises as a 
persistent problem. In order to iron out the dislocation between self and work, organizations are forced 
to activate cultural processes of subject formation. Both the ideals of the “organizational man” as well as 
the “entrepreneurial self”, have in the past been put to work as discursive tools of identity regulation to 
align the needs and aspirations of the worker with that of the organization.  

Towards an analysis  

If identity regulation emerges as a managerial technique on a symbolic level, we should investigate the 
discursive conduits organizations have at their disposal to reach their workers. In this regards, employee 
testimonials emerge as prominent loci for the analysis, as they merge employee and employer together 
while being published by organizations themselves. Testimonials take many forms: from short interviews 
clips over diary entrances through longer first-person narratives about employee’s personal and 
professional trajectory. In all cases, they eventually represent what kind of worker the organization deems 
ideal, thereby regulating the identities of both current and future workers. 

Employee testimonials are not passive elements of organizational communication but play a performative 
role in organizational identity regulations by advertising a certain type of employee. People are attracted 
to organizations they perceive as having similar cultural attributes and values as themselves (Braddy et al., 
2003). For instance, people accept substantial lower pay if they can work for a firm that advertises a strong 
cultural identity, aligning with their own personal dispositions (Calbe & Turban, 2003); this indicates that 
communicating an organizational identity directly taps into people’s intrinsic motivations. We know that 
organizations that communicate on an individual or personal instead of on an institutional level appear 
more authentic and appealing (Van Hoy & Lievens, 2007; Maagaard, 2014). Moreover, there is also a 
potential selection effect at play. For example, Walker and colleagues (2009), demonstrated that Black 
respondents were more drawn to companies that published testimonials of employees belonging to 
minorities on their recruitment websites. Whites, on the other hand, even responded more negatively as 
the proportion of minority testimonials increased.  

Our focus on employee testimonials allows us to empirically explore the question of which repertoires 
organisations are using in the 21st century to construct their ideal worker? So far, much of the writing on 
organizational control and work identity formation was based either on theoretical deduction or 
investigating the perspective of the workers. Instead, by analysing employee testimonials, which always 
entail organizational ventriloquism, we shift the focus towards those who provide the discourses that 
determine workers’ identity. In addition, previous studies presented the ideal worker as rather generic; 
applicable to the labour market as a whole and equally valid in all employment sectors. By comparing 
employee testimonials from four different employment sectors – energy, tech, finance and governmental 
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– we take a first step in investigating the assumed universality of the entrepreneurial self while exploring 
the possibility of multiple ideal workers. 

Furthermore, analysing current employee testimonials offers the possibility to explore whether the 
discursive construction of the contemporary ideal worker reflects recent changes in labour market 
dynamics and managerial logics. Two important evolutions are being addressed through the selection of 
our case studies. First, between 1980 and 2010 the amount of labour migrants has more than doubled and 
by 2019 close to 5% of the global labour force is working in a host country (ILO, 2021), indicating an 
increasing globalization of the workforce. On top of that, also organizations became gradually more 
international. According to the OECD (2018), by 2014, the share of global employment working for 
multinational enterprises has gone up to roughly 23%, which is a substantial part of the labour market. 
Hence, does this globalization of work translate into a new image of the ideal worker? 

Second, the managerial logic changed over the last three decades. While the mid-20th century was marked 
by a rising influence of shareholders, making profit maximization the prime managerial directive, we now 
witness a turn towards a diversification and even moralization of organizational objectives (Shamir, 2008). 
This means that managers are increasingly asked to, besides still considering shareholders’ needs, 
prioritize issues such as sustainability, diversity, equity and good citizenship. A notable example is the fixed 
spot Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) attained on the agenda of any corporate board meeting as well 
as the increasing importance of the UN’s Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) for investors 
(Preuss, Haunschild & Matten, 2009; Leins, 2020). Have also these dynamics also impacted the image of 
the ideal worker? 

Thus, by analysing and comparing employee testimonials, we aim to empirically establish to what extent 
the dominant discursive elements of the ideal worker still fit the singular standard of the entrepreneurial 
self or whether sectorial differences and structural changes produce variations in what multinational 
organizations deem the desired employee.  

Method 

Sample 

The data for this explorative study is extracted from websites of multinational organizations, primarily 
from their ‘Career’ and ‘About’ pages. Because our research questions require a comparative perspective 
we focus on four popular subsectors in the field of multinational employment: supra-governmental 
organizations, technology companies, financial firms and energy corporations. In terms of output these 
organisations are very different, but do share two important characteristics that makes them suitable for a 
comparative study: (1) they all largely rest on a higher educated and white-collar workforce and (2) operate 
in a multinational fashion (i.e. offices and branches around the globe). The final sample was based on the 
Forbes 2000 ranking (2020). In this way our sample consists out of industry leaders who co-determine the 
dominant repertoires within their respective sectors. The selection happened through a two-step 
procedure. Firstly, we picked 10 organizations within each employment sector, starting from top of the 
Forbes ranking. Secondly, we looked at whether their websites featured employee testimonials. If so, we 
selected the first five testimonials published on their webpages. In case they were not featured on their 
webpages, we went to the next company on the list until we eventually ended up with ten organizations per 
sector. For the case of the technology sector, this protocol eventually yielded only nine companies. Policy 
organizations, however, are not included in the Forbes ranking, hence here we had to fall back on a 
purposive sampling. Focusing on supranational governmental organizations and purposively looking for 
those who published employee testimonials online, we finally managed to identify eight policy 
organizations that fit our criteria. In Table 1 one finds a list of employers. 
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Table 1 Selection of organizations 

 Government   Finance Rank Technology Rank Energy Rank 

 Council of Europe  Wells Fargo 19 Samsung 11 Saudi Aramco 5 
 EU  Goldman Sachs 26 Google/Alphabet 13 Exxon Mobile 317 
 ICC  BNP Parisbas 30 Microsoft 15 Shell 324 
 ITU  MetLife 62 Facebook 33 Chevron 335 
 OECD  Zurich insurance 75 Intel 36 Total 344 
 Osce  Prudential 105 INM 59 BP 351 
 UN  Bank of Montreal 107 Cisco 76 Gazprom 367 
 Unicef  Capital One 114 Panasonic 239 ConocoPhilips 574 
   Generali 135 LG 254 Schumberger 655 
   Westpac 157   Halliburton 1048 

 

This selection procedure eventually rendered a corpus of 181 employee testimonials. These are published 
in different formats which can be grouped into four main categories: first person narratives in text form 
(21,5%), first person narratives on video (30%), third person narratives in text form (21,5%) and interviews 
in text form (27%). On average the employee testimonials (including transcripts of videos) are about 540 
words long (shortest around 175 words while the longest was about 1500 words). Based on names and 
pronouns, we identified 58% of employees testifying in our sample as women (the available information 
usually did not allow us to determine age or race of the employees).  

Coding and analysis 

To make sense of this large amount of textual data, we opted for a combination of qualitative and 
quantitative thematic content analyses. Through a process of iterative coding, we combine the strength of 
both methods in order to, for the first time, explore the discursive universe of multinational employers 
draw on to shape the identity of their workers. Our coding protocol entailed four analytical rounds, each 
time alternating between a qualitative and quantitative step. In the first round, both authors independently 
from each other and using Atlas.ti, did an inductive and in vivo coding of the entire corpus, mapping out 
the most common idioms, topics and themes pertaining to self, motivations and identity. On the basis of 
this and through collaborative deliberations, we decided on a general coding schema (see Table 2).  
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Table 2 Coding schema 

Code Description Example % N Kappa 

Belonging 
The organization makes 
everyone feel welcomed and 
integrated 

That’s why we value camaraderie here. It 
builds stronger teams, more collaborative 
groups, and – ultimately – happier people 
(Cory, Intel). 

33,5 61 0,9 

Global firm 
Working at the organization 
fosters international connections 
and experiences 

Wherever you go in the company you find 
people who have been everywhere in the 
world with different experiences (Hytham, 
Saudi Aramco).  

30,8 56 0,6 

Out of passion 
People at the organization are 
passionate about what they do. 

That's why I'm so passionate about climate 
change (Laura, Shell) 

23,6 43 0,7 

Cosmopolitan 
background 

International experiences prior 
to the current job 

From the age of 18 I traveled abroad to 
France to do my higher education for 
almost 8 years (Souraya Hassan,Unicef) 

23,1 42 0,7 

Helping society 
Through the organization, you 
can create a better world 

I have many dreams, but of course 
regarding my work, I want to try to support 
the world (Marcus, Panasonic) 

23,1 42 0,4 

Having fun 
The working environment is 
fun, friendly and relaxed. 

it's the coolest place to work in the world 
(Jenny School, Samsung) 

19,8 36 0,7 

Taking pride 
Working at the 
organization/project/product 
induces pride. 

I feel proud to be a geoscientist in this 
industry (Sirajum Munira, Chevron) 

18,1 33 0,6 

Diversity 

The organization is involved in 
the promotion of diversity 
(either directly or through their 
workers) 

I appreciate the support behind the BMO 
for Women program and our 
commitment to being a leader in 
promoting and advancing Diversity & 
Inclusion (Lisa Milbourrn, BMO). 

19,2 32 0,7 

Take risks 
Success comes to those daring 
to take up the challenge. 

Also take risks, try new things, and do not 
stay in your comfort zone. Always have a 
growth mindset! (Daniela, IBM) 

15,9 29 0,4 

Adventurous 
work 

Working at the organization is 
extreme, dangerous, 
unpredictable. It gives an 
adrenaline rush to work here. 

We are earth detectives. Our job is to 
solve mysteries (Chevron) 

13,2 24 0,4 

Ecological 
By working at the organization, 
you are contributing to a 
sustainable future.  

Being in HR I'm the enabler to support 
the energy transition to make it happen 
(Toib, Shell) 

11,5 21 0,8 

Steering the 
future 

The organization is at the 
frontline of change/is impacting 
the future. 

Here, the ambition is to change the world, 
to have changes in practice (Pascal Saint-
Amans,OECD) 

10,4 19 0,6 

Working hard 
The organization demands hard 
work/perseverance/discipline. 

My personal credo is that one should first 
work hard and only then receive bonuses 
(Valery Peters, Gazprom) 

9,9 10 0,9 

Being authentic 
Success comes from being your 
authentic self. 

Be yourself in interviews (Julia, Google) 7,7 14 0,8 

Fast changing 
world 

The current world entails 
continuous and rapid changes 

Technology is changing rapidly; it is 
difficult, if not impossible, for one 
individual to keep up with all the changes. 
(Unnamed, Cisco) 

6,6 12 0,8 

Average     0,7 
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In a second round we established the validity of this coding schema through a double blind re-coding of 
20% of our corpus on the basis of which we calculated the Cohen’s Kappa for each separate code (average 
0,7, see table 2). In a third round, this coding schema was used for a deductive quantitative coding of the 
entire corpus (Krippendorf, 2018). This yielded a databank (testimonials X codes) which we used for both 
descriptive statistics as well as Explorative Factor Analyses (FA). The latter statistical technique was used 
here to reduce the multidimensionality of our data while simultaneously preserving the variance between 
the codes. Concretely this analysis offers us a set of factors that systematically captures the covariance 
between codes and which can subsequently be interpreted in a qualitative manner. The eventual factor 
solution is based on the following rules of thumb: (1) a substantial drop in eigenvalue, (2) each factor needs 
to contain at least three variables (in this case codes); (3) we should be able to give a meaning full 
interpretation to all factor we retain and (4) the results should remain stable (i.e. adding or dropping 
singular variables should not greatly influence the loadings) (Kline, 1994). The objective of FA is not to 
simply boost the validity or explanatory power of the analysis, but to mobilize it as an explorative tool for 
further in-dept analysis (van Haneghan, 2021.). Hence, in the fourth and last step these factors are 
eventually used to identify the separate repertoires organizations rely on and help to arrive at a qualitive 
interpretation of these. Using these factors as a guide, we revisited the data one final time to reconstruct 
the most dominant repertoires and, in so doing, make sense of the relationships between the codes.  

Findings 

Not for the love of money but for self-love 

Before we delve into the discursive specificities of the testimonials, we will highlight their general 
similarities. Despite it being insensitive to nuance, a simple word count highlights relevant patterns. 
Looking at the top-20 most used meaningful words (see Table 3), we immediately discern how central 
personal development is. The dominance of concepts such as career, opportunity, learning, experience 
and development indicates how the testimonials try to convey that working at their organization is a sure 
path towards personal growth. Hence, nearly all employees relied on a narrative that centred around their 
own personal trajectory instead of only describing the objectives of their companies or extrinsic 
motivations.  

Table 3 Word count 

Rank Word N Rank Word N 
1 Work/working 1731 11 Technology 257 
2 People 683 12 Business 221 
3 Team 643 13 Development 205 
4 Job 454 14 Women 202 
5 Career 408 15 Management 156 
6 Opportunity/ opportunities 359 16 Love 155 
7 Learning/learn 326 17 Engineering 144 
8 International/global 302 18 Family 143 
9 Experience 296 19 Organization 143 
10 Company 260 20 Environment 140 

 

While references to self-development were ubiquitous, references to material benefits (money, salary, etc) 
were conspicuously absent. In total we could only identify three instances in which the employee would 
mention any sort of financial gain that comes from working at their organization. And even in these cases 
it would almost disappear in a long list of immaterial motivations: “If you ask me why I would recommend 
Wells Fargo as an employer, I will give these reasons: great culture, amazing recognition, great 
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opportunities for career progression, training offerings, and competitive benefits and pay. And finally, a 
lot of fun at work.” (emphasis added, Cedrick Lorenzo, Project Manager). Instead, the testimonials seem 
to endorse the opposite view. As Luis Aranda, an artificial intelligence expert at OECD, states: “The worst 
career advice that I’ve got is to follow the money. The best career advice is to follow your heart. When 
you follow your heart you make sure you find meaning in your job, in your everyday life.” 

 

Three repertoires 

The performativity of organizational control lies in the ability to shape employee’s identity so that their 
intrinsic motivations match with the goals of the organization. By presenting employee testimonials, 
organizations try to, indirectly, communicate which type of motivations they deem desirable. However, 
diverse set of intrinsic drives are imaginable. Our iterative coding eventually yielded 14 codes with high 
prevalence and validity (see Table 2). Together these codes make out the discursive universe that 
multinational organizations produced to construct their ideal worker. 

We observed that the trope of the entrepreneurial self alone does not fully cover the way the ideal workers 
are represented by the organizations out of our sample. In addition to notions such as “risk-taking”, 
“working hard” and “passion”, we also discerned a strong interest for moral issues such as “diversity”, 
“doing good for society” and “sustainability”. Overall, the most dominant codes were ‘belonging’ and 
‘global firm’, meaning that about one third of all employees would testify that they sensed a strong feeling 
of belonging at their organization and that they strongly appreciate the international experience it offers. 
Additionally, working out of passion was a prominent discursive frame, echoing many other recent 
qualitative studies on the meaning of work in contemporary society (Cech, 2021; Neely & Roa, 2018, 
Author A).  

However, there are multiple ways we can combine these codes into separate repertoires. Seeing the 
explorative nature of the study, the interpretation here is guided by a factor analysis of the codes. In this 
way, we let the covariance of the codes determine to what extent topics are being combined in a single 
narrative. A explorative factor analysis (with oblique rotation) of the codes eventually yields three factors. 
Since the components do not correlate significantly, we can interpret these three factors as separate 
repertoires.  
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Table 4 Explorative Factor Analysis (oblique rotation) 
 

Factors 
Entrepreneur Trailblazer Cosmopolitan 

Belonging 0,579 -0,121 -0,106 
Authenticity 0,623 -0,081 -0,056 
Hard work 0,536 0,163 0,188 
Having fun 0,375 -0,427 0,133 
Pride 0,343 0,243 -0,232 
Risk-taking 0,417 0,084 -0,100 
Passion 0,405 0,579 -0,058 
Ecological 0,007 0,350 -0,057 
Fast changing world -0,091 0,575 0,049 
Making future -0,001 0,238 -0,213 
Diversity 0,115 0,579 0,080 
Global firm -0,072 -0,073 0,742 
Cosmopolitan background 0,059 -0,094 0,723 
Doing good for society -0,167 0,132 0,407 
Eigenvalue  1.732 1.459 1.391 
% explained variance 12.370 10.424 9.934 

 

Taking the factor loadings as guidelines, we distinguish three repertoires that each depict a different type 
of ideal worker. We coin the first type “the entrepreneur” as it strongly resembles the entrepreneurial self 
(risk taking, hard-working, pride) while adding an element of emotional attachment on top of that 
(belonging, fun, passion). The second, in contrast, is much more outwardly directed. We labelled this 
ideal “the trailblazer” as it encompasses strong believes in one’s passion and the capacity to contribute to 
a fast-changing, sustainable and diverse world. The last repertoire, finally, centres around a “the 
cosmopolitan”, a global worker that is focused on helping the world to become a better place.  Although 
all codes appeared in all sectors, we still see that some repertoires are significantly more saliant than other 
in different employment fields. To explore this, we can look at the mean score, per sector, on each factor 
(see Figure 1, 2 and 3).  
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Figure 1 Simple error bar mean score on Factor The entrepreneur by Sector 

 
Figure 2 Simple error bar mean score on Factor The trailblazer by Sector 

 
Figure 3 Simple error bar mean score on Factor The cosmopolitan by Sector 
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Figure 1 shows clear variations in the popularity of the entrepreneurial repertoire. While this is a common 
repertoire within the tech sector, it is less appreciated within the governmental sector. Both the finance 
and energy sector, on the other hand, score average on this factor. Figure 3 shows almost an opposite 
image, revealing the popularity of the cosmopolitan ideal among supranational policy employees. Yet, at 
the same time this ideal seems to be – relatively speaking – less common among testimonials of finance 
and tech employees. Finally, the “trailblazer” ideal type seems as prevalent among all multinational sectors 
(i.e. no significant differences)(see Figure 2).  

So far, there are two important interim conclusions we  can draw from this. First, there seem to circulate 
multiple and distinct repertoires on the ideal worker and, second, the prevalence of these repertoires vary 
substantially depending on employment sectors. Hence, it would be false to presuppose a universalistic 
understanding of the ideal worker but instead we need to be sensitive to contextual variations. In the 
following sections we offer a more in-depth description of the three ideal types FA as revealed based on a 
close reading of the data. 

The entrepreneur 

As yet pointed out, this repertoire strongly resembles the well-established entrepreneurial ideal and is by 
far the most popular within the tech sector. It is defined by the intersection between, on the one hand, 
economic drive, desire for success and risk-taking, and, on the other hand, the emphasis on authenticity, 
well-being and belonging (Fleming, 2009; Rose, 1989, Author A). At its core it pertains to the notion that 
meeting challenges, taking risks and working hard eventually lead, not just to economic gains but also to 
self-development. Lisa Milburn, a chief marketing communication officer, echoes this almost literally on 
the website of BMO: ‘If you are ambitious and want to drive your career, there are lots of leaders in the 
bank ready to help. So many lessons … be self-aware of your strengths, areas of development and work on 
them.’ 

Thus, employees are constantly urged to take risks and undertake challenges head-on: “If you see an 
opportunity, if you have the slightest doubt or “what if” in your mind, just go for it.” (Sebastian Gabriel, 
designer at Google). This risk-taking is often immediately connected to psychological benefits and 
achieving self-growth, they become matters of well-being: “What I love about my role is that it’s 
challenging, and everything moves fast. Being honest with yourself enables you to be aware of your 
weaknesses and improve them. It also means that you can keep your mind open to the opportunities 
ahead of you.” (Nur, Chemical Engineer, BP). Hence, the worker that is presented here is one that derives 
true happiness and self-discovery from following up on opportunities and working hard.  

Yet, this working hard should not be stressful. If you really like would you are doing, as many employees 
explain, then you should enjoy it. Hence it is also the responsibility of the company that you can be 
yourself, be productive and be happy. Anne-Jeanette from Capital describes it in the following way: 

Capital One really values associates being able to focus and be innovative. The reality is that 
stresses are not conducive to innovation, creativity, learning and collaboration. And so I’ve seen a 
theme in our benefits of a commitment to say, ‘Hey, we really do want to make life easier for you 
because we want you to enjoy working here and be able to focus when you’re here. 

Feelings of belonging and pride are symptomatic of a repertoire that harmonizes personal motives with 
those of the organization. This sort of employee-organization symbiosis is often quite literally stated; for 
instance, Shalini Nagarai, a Business Consultant for Wells Fargo, testifies: “I was conscious that it also 
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contributed in a small way to Wells Fargo’s growth and this gave me a sense of pride and achievement. In 
essence, you are growing along with the company.”  

The trailblazer 

The trailblazer repertoire has been used equally by the employees from the four different sectors (see 
Figure 2). Seeing that the code for passion loads highly on both factor, it shares with the entrepreneurial 
repertoire an emphasis on passion. Hence, the ideal worker is one who, out of passion, can influence 
change. It is their personal drive for technological innovation and progress, as we for example find in tech 
sector, that leads all of us into a brave new world:  

I have a lot of passion and love for the products we’re building right now, so it tends to ooze out 
of my pores. I’m a daily, if not hourly, active user, so the team hears a lot of feedback and product 
ideas from me. I truly believe we’re building a better, more connected world with the products we 
create. (Heidi Y, engineer, Facebook) 

Employees are presented as passionate visionaries, set on changing the world. They are at the forefront of 
progress, ready to forge the future of humankind. “Scientists across the energy sector are hard at work on 
new ideas just like that one – ideas that could change the world.” as Dhaval Bhandarie (chemical engineer) 
says on the website of Exxon “Now, it’s my turn to progress the scientific breakthroughs that came before 
me and run with them, expanding their revolutionary ideas into global realities.” 

This repertoire depicts the contemporary worker as surrounded by a fast-changing and highly complex 
world that they are personally responsible for. “The world is rapidly evolving with complex, 
multidimensional challenges ahead of us. At a crossroads such as this, transformational and visionary 
leadership is key to fostering the changes the world needs.” (Natalia, Communication manager, BP). In 
this way, the work they do for their organization propels them towards the cockpit of society, co-
determining its future. 

Moreover, this futurist vision is resolutely green. Many employees present their organization as an 
important vehicle to a cleaner, ecological and environmentally friendly future. “I want to do what I can for 
the planet. I help Westpac Group find opportunities to be more sustainable in the way we build and 
operate our sites” (Manoj Bathela, an engineer at Westpac). Although sustainability is a common topic in 
the testimonials in all sectors – mentioned respectively in 4.2%, 8.5% and 10.3% of testimonials from the 
banking, tech, and governmental sector – it is most prevalent within the energy sector at 23 %. “As a citizen 
of the planet, I am very interested in the role we can all play in tackling the climate challenge. BP’s net 
zero pledge marked the beginning of real change in the industry.” (Natalia, communication manager, BP). 
The energy sector seems to mobilize employee testimonials for moral rebranding to tackle the stigma 
caused by their involvement in a series of natural disasters and promote their ecological responsibility. 
Laura, a market account manager at Shell, explicitly reflects on the moral dilemma of working for a 
company that potentially poses an ecological threat; eventually, the trailblazer repertoire offers a solution: 
“Originally, I wanted to work for a purely renewable company. After realising how much power Shell has, 
that they sell 3% of global energy, I thought they could actually make a real change.”  

Besides pioneering on technological innovation and sustainability, testimonials express progressivism 
through explicit support for more organizational diversity. These employees present their organizations as 
strong advocates for equality and inclusion, highlighting topics such as women empowerment, racism, 
micro-agression and even intersectionality. Often their own stories are offered as proof of how serious 
their organizations are about achieving diversity, as Priyaka’s, a business development manager at IBM 
explains:   
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My experience as a person who was part of a diversity program is a dream come true. I have always 
been a hard-working person who carves its own path in the road called destiny and am just glad 
that IBM has given me the opportunity to re-start not only my career but have also given me a 
platform, a voice to tell women all over the world that taking a break to focus on your life is not 
bad. You always have an option to make a change.  

Employees often confess that their organization or sector is still predimonantly white and male, but  specify 
that a fundamental transition is on-going.They are proud of their organizations’ commitment to this 
transition and their efforts to become more inclusive, open and fair.  

Yet, diversity is not only framed as a responsibility; rather, it is also the driver of innovation and progress. 
This narrative highlights that a more diverse workforce translates into a new pool of creative minds, making 
diversity and inclusion “the key drivers that lead to breakthrough” (Cat Pays, AI expert at Capital One). 
As Selena Mota, a technical engineer at Samsung, explains: “What advice will I give to female Latinas 
entering in the field. I think that we have a lot to offer not only as Latinas but also as women in technology. 
I think that we can offer new ways of seeing problems, new ways of solving a problem.” In this manner, 
diversity is eventually well integrated into a repertoire of change and trailblazing development.  

The cosmopolitan 

The multinational organizations in this sample strongly advertise their global scope. About one third of 
the testimonials explicitly emphasized the international character of the organization, although people 
often work at local branches.  By mobilizing the cosmopolitan aspect of their organization, they deploy a 
repertoire hinting to a larger process of internationalisation of the corporate class (Bühlmann, David & 
Mach, 2013). These employers directly respond to this dynamic by actively deploying a cosmopolitan 
narrative, most notably in the supra-governmental sector. Organizations signal this cosmopolitanism in at 
least two ways: employees’ trajectories and the organization’s environment. On the one hand, the 
employees from the testimonials present themselves as multicultural and international, by mentioning 
their international education or travel experiences. Sakina Soadatkadamova, an HR officer at OSCE born 
in Tajikistan, for example, explains how before getting this job she first studied in both Moscow and Berlin. 
Alternatively, their migration background is put forward. A testimonial by Mohsen Achour, a Conoco 
Philips engineer, really exemplifies this international life trajectory:  

Having had all his college education in Stillwater and with re-joining ConocoPhillips in Bartlesville, 
Mohsen considers himself “Tunisian by birth and Okie by choice.” “Almost to the day, I’ve spent 
half of my life in Tunisia and half in Oklahoma,” he said, “bouncing back and forth between the 
white sandy beaches of the Mediterranean and brown muddy country roads of Oklahoma.” 

On the other hand, employees testify extensively about how working at their organization facilitates a 
cosmopolitan lifestyle. Through their jobs they acquire international experience on multiple fronts. First, 
it can give employees “a real international flavour of travel” (John, General Supervisor, Saudi Aramco) or 
as Sabeen, a financial service provider at Goldman Sachs states:  

I love to travel and experience different cultures – I’ve recently travelled to Bali, Singapore and 
Malaysia. In my role I am able to interact with so many people from all over the world, and my 
manager is supportive of me travelling to different offices. This has been a great experience as I 
get to expand my network and learn about new places. 

Additionally, the organization is framed as bringing together people from around the world, thereby 
creating a cosmopolitan environment. “My favourite part of being at Samsung is definitely the people, very 
multicultural so then I have colleagues from all around the world, that's pretty interesting to me, to see 
different mentalities” Selena Mota, a Samsung researcher wrote. Striking here is the connection with 
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productivity, as she continues “also I think that that makes you think about more original solutions, to be 
more open to new ideas.” Moreover, many employees stress in their testimonials their appreciation for 
living in global cities such as New York, London or Brussels. As Cindy, a general secretary for the 
European Council, says:  

I think Brussels is very welcoming for people from outside. Of course there is a large international 
community as well so it's very easy to integrate very quickly into different sports organizations or 
just to walk around and explore the city. It's very open and welcoming for that 

Furthermore, the analysis revealed that ideal of a cosmopolitan worker coincides with a moral call to do 
good to society, with many employees making the case that their work allows them to contribute to society. 
Jennifer, an operation program manager at Apple, claims that she is not just doing this job for the money: 
“Well, here it’s always more than that, whether it’s the environment or people’s experience with the 
product or something more. And yes, you definitely feel good doing the right thing.” 

Consequently, “doing the right thing”, “giving back to society” or “helping our communities” are common 
idioms cosmopolitan workers use to express the way they value the ethical and social dimensions of their 
work. Hence, this repertoire does not only address the increasing globalization of work but simultaneously 
seems to incorporate the moral turn that has slowly been taking place in the corporate world (see above). 
The image of the ideal worker that is underlying this cosmopolitan repertoire is quite different than the 
more commonly known entrepreneurial self. The worker that is presented here is outwardly directed and 
has a societal agenda, which almost contrast with risk-taking and self-centred employee of the 
entrepreneurial narrative. This incongruity can partly explain why they are both prevalent in different 
sectors (tech versus government). 

Conclusion  

While analysing the problem of management during Taylorism, Harry Braverman came to the following 
conclusion: 

The necessity for adjusting worker to work in its capitalist form, for overcoming natural resistance 
intensified by swiftly changing technology […], does not end with the “scientific organization of 
labor”, but becomes permanent feature of capitalist society” (1973, 43) 

We come to agree with Braverman that this has become a permanent feature and have, in this artcile, 
argued that online communication figures prominently, in the post-Taylorist era, as a managerial technique 
to adjust the “worker to work”. By diffusing what they deem the ideal worker, organizations contribute to 
the production of “a will to work”, enabling workers’ ethos and regulating their identities. As such, workers 
align with the organization’s goals and are controlled through a “conduct of conduct”. We explored the 
transformation and multiplication of the discursive repertoires on the ideal worker, which multinational 
organizations promote through employee ventriloquism. In answering our research questions, we 
discovered that discursively multinational employment organizations rely on three ideal types: the 
entrepreneur, the trailblazer and the cosmopolitan. 

The entrepreneurial repertoire, most popular in the corporate sectors of tech and finance, centres on the 
employee’s self, painting a better and more developed self for those who work hard and passionately take 
risks. As such, by seizing the moment, this ideal worker can foster self-growth while ensuring organizational 
productivity. A horizontal hierarchy, coupled with a stress on authenticity is the work environment that 
would foster this alignment. This dovetails seamlessly with many previous arguments on the neoliberal 
worker as a self-disciplining economic subject (Rose, 1989; Du Gay, 1996; Fleming, 2009). 



17 
 

The trailblazer narrative depicts employees as drivers of change who can meet the challenges that a 
constantly changing world presents. Their passion and foresight make them the bearer of the future. 
Through their participation, the world will be able to tackle its contemporary challenges: ranging from 
climate change to systemic inequality. It strongly resembles the ecomodernist discourses popular among 
corporate leaders such as Elon Musk or Bill Gates. At the same time, it mirrors the ‘moral turn’ in the 
corporate sector, moving away from maximalization of shareholders’ return towards a stakeholder model, 
the latter manifests itself in increasing relevance of CSR and the ESG (Preuss, Haunschild & Matten, 2009; 
Leins, 2020). Trailblazing employees are presented as crucial partners in this change. 

The cosmopolitan repertoire, most common among testimonials stemming from the supra-governmental 
sector, depicts workers as citizens of the world and their organizations as places where a cosmopolitan 
lifestyle can be fully enacted. This lifestyle, however, cannot take place at the expense of morality; we 
showed how working for a higher Good is quintessential to this repertoire. With an emphasis on “doing 
the right thing”, it also joins the corporate turn towards more social responsibility but at the same time this 
repertoire feeds more strongly into the globalization of the labour market.  

Promoting cosmopolitanism, however, is less innocent as it initially appears. In a contemporary globalized 
society, being at ease in an international context can be an important status signal, fostering dynamics of 
exclusion (Calhoun, 2002). As Weenink (2008) argued, based on a study of international parenting, by 
pursuing the insignia of cosmopolitanism, many members of the middle class try to actively deal with the 
process of globalization. This cosmopolitan ethos becomes the core of a process of distinction, classifying 
people based on their level of internationality, negotiated through international degrees, international 
internships, travels, global networks of friends or a multicultural attitude. Following Bourdieu’s notion of 
capital reconversion (1986), we can interpret the accumulation of these advantages as a cosmopolitan 
capital (Weenink, 2008; Bühlmann, David and Mach, 2013). Hence, job candidates that lack such capital 
or do not recognize themselves in this craving for a cosmopolitan lifestyle, might opt to not even apply to 
enter this occupational field leading to lack of inclusion and increasing homogeneity . 

But also the other two repertoires carry the possibility of exclusion. As yet pointed out, the idea of the 
entrepreneurial self, based on risk-taking, drive and passion, is very much in geared towards white male 
middle class dispositions (e.g. Acker, 1990; Blair-Loy, 2003; Neely, 2020). An although we currently lack 
research on this, we can expect that the exaggerated belief in agency implied by the trailblazer ideals, leads 
to disidentification and self-exclusion for those who, through their life trajectory, lack such a strong sense 
of entitlement. We know, for example, that even subtle agentic wording in job vacancy texts (e.g. 
leadership, competitive, dominant), which overall seen as more masculine, leads to women perceiving 
themselves as less suitable and expecting low sense of belongingness (Gaucher, Friesen and Kay, 2011). 
Hence, we can imagine that a repertoire depicting employees as  characterized by a self-confidence to 
change the world, could discourage many people to recognize themselves as potential employees. Yet, the 
extent to which self-exclusion occurs through the organizational backing of an ideal worker, is a question 
for further empirical research.  

Finally, this study challenged the notion of the ideal worker as a universal template with a singular meaning, 
enforced equally on all workers (i.e. entrepreneur in the neoliberal market). Not only did we find that 
multiple and distinguishable ideals circulate, but also that the prevalence of these depend on employment 
contexts. However, seeing the explorative nature of this study, it falls beyond the scope of this article to 
explain why exactly entrepreneurialism was more prevalent among employee testimonials from the finance 
and tech sector, whereas the cosmopolitan repertoire was used most by the supranational governmental 
employers. Or why the trailblazer was equally embraced by all multinational organizations in our sample? 
These variations could be explained by organisational structures, types of output, historically grown field 
doxa’s or varying levels of competition. It is up to future research to disentangle how certain repertoires 
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of identity regulation become more dominant in certain sectors than others. This is simultaneously a call 
for more meso-level research in uncovering the cultural foundations of our economic realities. In this case 
it means further dissecting the role of employment organisations and fields within the cultural construction 
of the meaning of work. 
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