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Corporate Language by Design

Preface

Corporate language has always bothered me. Not because it's annoying — because it's

dangerous.
The words sound positive: teamwork, leadership, respect, innovation.
But over the years, | realized those same words were being used to shift responsibility, reframe

failure, and silence the people doing the work.

When I was younger, | believed them. | thought loyalty and effort would be rewarded.
But after years across oilfields, plants, and factories, | started seeing the pattern: the slogans

never matched reality. The more polished the language, the worse the truth behind it.

| didn't write this book to complain. | wrote it to translate.
Every chapter breaks down a set of corporate buzzwords — the kind used in handbooks,

meetings, and mission statements — and shows what they really mean on the floor.

This isn't theory. It's survival.
Once you learn the language, you start seeing how every word is part of a system — one that
shapes how workers think, act, and even blame themselves for problems they didn't create.

If you've ever sat in a meeting and felt like something was off but couldn't explain why, this book
is for you.
Once you learn to hear what's really being said, you can't unhear it.

— Jeremiah Satterlee
RealWorkTruth.com

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Chapter 1 — Behind the Buzzwords
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Behind the buzz words
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The Shine vs. Reality

Walk through any plant and the slogans hit first:

& “Our people are our strength.”

& “Safety first.”
& “Innovation drives excellence.”

They sound like values, but they're really tools.
These words don't lift workers up — they box them in.

Corporate language isn't about clarity; it's about control. The phrasing keeps everything polished
even when the system underneath is cracked. George Orwell warned about this in 1946, showing

how polished language can blur truth and dull resistance (1).

Realworktruth.com
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(| RESPONSIBLE |
_FORTHIS _,

How Responsibility Gets Twisted

When something breaks, the slogans shift from comfort to blame:

-> If production stalls — you lacked commitment.
=> If a project fails — the team didn't pull hard enough.
=> If there’s an accident — you weren't safe enough.

Each phrase moves accountability down the ladder while leadership shields itself with the same
words it painted on the wall. Joel Bakan described this pattern clearly: corporate “values” aren't
moral codes — they're liability armor designed to protect profit and image (2).

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Ward

Teamwork

Commitment
Safety
Innovation
Excellence
Respect
Transparency
Opportunity

Work-Life Balance
Leadership
Efficiency
Engagement
Agility
Ownership
Customer First

Corporate Language by Design

The Hidden Dictionary

Here's what those polished slogans really translate to:

Real Meaning

Cover for poor planning — stay late and call it
“together.”
Company first, life second.

Legal shield, not protection.

Do more with half the resources.

Whatever you did, it wasn't enough.

Travels up the ladder, not down.

They tell you what they want, when they want.
More work, same pay.

Praised in theory, punished in practice.
Control dressed as inspiration.

Staff cuts disquised as progress.
Surveys that change nothing.

Chaos rebranded as flexibility.

Blame without power.

Investors first, workers last.

@Fifteen words, all turned inside out — not to empower workers, but

to steer them.

Corporate Language by Design
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¥ Pattern in Play

& Polished words mask pressure.
& Responsibility rolls downhill.

& Blame hides inside “values.”
& The corporate dictionary is written in motivational font.

End Quote

‘Once you learn to translate corporate language,
you stop hearing promises and start hearing
orders.”

— Realworktruth.com

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Notes for Chapter 1 — Behind the Buzzwords

(1) Orwell, G. (1946). Politics and the English Language. — Explains how vague,

polished words hide uncomfortable truths and limit resistance.
(2) Bakan, J. (2004). The Corporation: The Pathological Pursuit of Profit and Power. —
Shows how corporations craft moral-sounding language to protect profit and liahility,

not people.

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Chapter 2 — Teamwork,
Commitment, and Safety

Bob, I need to see more
commitment from you
_ when you're doing my job.

Realworktruth.com
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The lllusion of Unity

The posters promise cooperation and care: “Work together. Stay committed. Be safe.”
On the floor, those words land heavy. They don't unite; they burden. Each one is a lever that shifts

pressure downward.

Teamwork

Surface Definition: Everyone working together toward success.
Real Meaning: You cover for bad planning and stay late fixing problems that weren't yours.

3 Teamwork looks noble on the wall but hollow in practice. It means:

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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—> Staying late because staffing was
cut.

-> Covering for people who never got
trained.

—> Smiling through chaos so
management can call it “unity.”

As David Graeber explained, “teamwork” often
masks dysfunction — people filling gaps
created by poor systems, not shared purpose
(M.

The cracks are filled with unpaid time and

quiet compliance, sold back to you as pride.

Commitment

Surface Definition: Dedication and
loyalty.

Real Meaning: The company first.
Everything else second.

Commitment is sold as virtue — “Our people
go the extra mile.” But the extra mile never
ends.

You're measured not by skill but by how much

you'll sacrifice:

& Health traded for praise.
& Family time for “opportunity.”
& Rest for the illusion of progress.

Corporate Language by Design
12

Christina Maslach and Michael Leiter describe
this trap as the moral distortion of burnout —
the system keeps demanding more until the
worker breaks (2).

Commitment becomes a loyalty test: how
much of yourself will you give away to prove

your worth?

Realworktruth.com
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Safety

Surface Definition: The company cares about

your well-being.
Real Meaning: Safety is liahility management
dressed as care.

Every meeting says, “Safety first,” but
production still leads. When an accident
happens, the report never blames the system

— it blames the worker.

{® Procedures shift blame instead of
fixing causes.

® Policies protect investors, not
people.

{® The slogan hides the truth: safety
keeps lawsuits away, not injuries.

Sidney Dekker calls this “the legal shield”
— systems built to manage accountability,
not prevent harm (3).

Charles Perrow adds that in complex
systems, failure is inevitable, but
responsibility always slides to the bottom (4).

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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¥ Pattern in Play

& Teamwork fills gaps created by bad planning.

& Commitment rewards exhaustion, not excellence.
& Safety protects the company, not the worker.

& Each word shifts responsibility downward.

End Quote

“They say teamwork builds trust, commitment
builds character, and safety builds culture. But
what they really build is cover.”

— Realworktruth.com

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Notes for Chapter 2 — Teamwork, Commitment,
and Safety

(1) Graeber, D. (2018). Bullshit Jobs. Simon & Schuster. — Explains how “teamwork”
often means filling management's gaps, not collaboration.

(2) Maslach, C., & Leiter, M. (2022). The Burnout Challenge. Harvard University Press.
— Shows how endless ‘commitment” rhetoric drives burnout cycles.

(3) Dekker, S. (2018). The Safety Anarchist. Routledge. - Describes how safety
systems protect companies legally, not workers physically.

(4) Perrow, C. (1999). Normal Accidents. Princeton University Press. — Demonstrates

how system failures are inevitable, yet blame lands on the worker.

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Chapter 3 — Innovation, Excellence,
and Respect

INTEGRITY

TEAMWORK

C

g

B
|
|

DESERVES
RESPECT
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The Feel-Good Mirage

These words sound inspiring — “Innovation drives excellence.” “We respect everyone.”
They're the kind of phrases executives love to repeat because they make the company sound
enlightened.

But on the floor, they don't inspire — they pressure. Each one is another way to demand more
while giving less.

Innovation

Surface Definition: Encouraging creativity and new ideas.
Real Meaning: Your ideas belong to the company, and freedom only exists inside their financial

vision.

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Innovation sounds like freedom, but the rules are
already written.

You pour energy into solving problems, but the
patents, credit, and profit go upward.

Gary Hamel called this the illusion of “managed
freedom” — workers are told to think creatively
inside boundaries designed to protect capital (1).

True innovation requires ownership and trust.
Corporate innovation extracts ideas, strips the

names, and calls it “team success.”

" LET ME
INSPIRE |
y YOU 4

 He charges
for this?

Corporate Language by Design
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Excellence

Surface Definition: Striving for high standards.
Real Meaning: Breaking people, cutting corners,
and calling it quality because there's profit
attached.

The speeches about excellence sound
noble — until you see what it costs.

Is it “excellent” to work people to
exhaustion?

To cut quality for speed?

To hide defects behind polished metrics?

Thomas Peters turned “excellence” into a
management buzzword decades ago, teaching
leaders how to package pressure as pride (2).
The result: a culture that worships output while
ignoring the damage left behind.

Respect

Surface Definition: Everyone is valued equally.
Real Meaning: Respect flows up the ladder, not

down.

Realworktruth.com
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Every corporate handbook mentions respect. But inside the hierarchy, respect is conditional.

Speak up too much and you're “negative.” Question the system and you're “not a team player.”

As Richard Sennett showed, dignity erodes in organizations where questioning authority is seen

as disloyalty (3).

Real respect isn't about tone — it's about listening.
And in most companies, listening only happens one direction: up.

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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¥ Pattern in Play

& Innovation sells control as freedom.
& Excellence disguises exploitation as virtue.

& Respect rewards obedience over honesty.
& The words don't lift workers — they discipline them.

End Quote

‘When words like innovation and respect hit the
wall, they don't echo upward — they echo back as
orders.”

— Rwalworktruth.com

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Notes for Chapter 3 — Innovation, Excellence,
and Respect

(1) Hamel, G, & Breen, B. (2007). The Future of Management. Harvard Business

Review Press. — Shows how companies frame “innovation” as freedom while keeping
control through structure.

(2) Peters, T. (1982). In Search of Excellence. Harper & Row. — The book that turned
“excellence” into a slogan for harder demands disguised as pride.

(3) Sennett, R. (1998). The Corrosion of Character. W.W. Norton. — Explains how
corporate culture erodes dignity by demanding compliance under the banner of

‘respect.”

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Chapter 4 — Transparency,
Opportunity, and Work-Life Balance

, Y Keep moving. |
L Nothing to see

Realworktruth.com


https://realworktruth.com/
https://realworktruth.com/
https://www.realworktruth.com/
https://app.designrr.io/app
https://www.realworktruth.com/

Corporate Language by Design

Do you think he knows
that the lawyers will find
\_a work around that book? /

The Polished Promises

These are the soft-tone words: “We're transparent.” “We offer opportunity.” “We value work-life
balance.”

They sound like fairness and care, but behind the slogans sits control. Each one sells hope while
tightening the leash.

Transparency

Surface Definition: Open and honest communication.
Real Meaning: You only hear what they want you to hear.

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Transparency gets sold as sunlight. In
practice, it's a flashlight — aimed only where
management wants you looking.

The good news gets highlighted; the bad
disappears behind phrases like “operational
realignment” or “strategic
restructuring.”

Gallup’s research shows most workers don't
believe their leaders are transparent —
because they aren't (1).

Anand Giridharadas adds that “transparency”
has become a PR tool: language used to sell
trust while managing perception (3).

When the truth leaks, it's re-spun as "a
communication challenge, "not
dishonesty.

Opportunity

Surface Definition: Room for growth and
advancement.

Real Meaning: More responsibility, same pay,
and no guarantee of moving up.

Corporate Language by Design
24

I have a great
growth opportunity
far you—and your
pay rate stays
the same.

 empLovees|

Opportunity sounds generous — “We believe
in growth.”

But the climb is rigged. It's unpaid overtime
and endless “stretch goals” with no reward at
the top.

Jeffrey Pfeffer calls this the “costless carrot”
— organizations promising advancement

without offering actual change in power or

pay (2).

Realworktruth.com
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You're told to chase the dream while management tracks who's willing to sacrifice most. Those
are the ones who rise, not because they're best — but because they've proven loyalty to the
system.

Work-Life Balance

Surface Definition: Flexibility and care for personal time.
Real Meaning: Praised in policy, punished in practice.

The brochure shows smiling employees heading home on time. The real story happens after
hours — messages from management, guilt for taking vacation, and raised eyebrows if you leave

at the end of your shift.

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Christina Maslach's research confirms the pattern: “balance” is used to recruit, but
punished when practiced (2).
It's bait — proof of care that disappears once you sign on.

3 Pattern in Play

& Transparency is staged honesty.

& Opportunity is a test of obedience.

& Work-life balance is a slogan, not a standard.
& Every promise hides control behind kindness.

End Quote

“The louder a company preaches transparency
and balance, the more likely they're selling an
illusion.”

— Reakworktruth.com

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Notes for Chapter 4 — Transparency,
Opportunity, and Work-Life Balance

(1) Clifton, J. (2022). Blind Spot. Gallup Press. — Shows how most employees see
corporate “transparency” as performance, not honesty.

(2) Pfeffer, J. (2018). Dying for a Paycheck. Harper Business. - Demonstrates how
‘opportunity” and “balance” rhetoric hides chronic overwork and health costs.

(3) Giridharadas, A. (2018). Winners Take All. Knopf. - Explains how words like

“transparency” and “opportunity” are tools of image management, not empowerment.

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Chapter 5 — Leadership, Efficiency,
and Engagement

I'm removing your
computer to help
with your efficiency { @
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For my next magic trick,
I will transfer all liability
from the company to

». employee.

The Core Illusion

These are the pillars every company swears by — leadership, efficiency, engagement.

They sound strong and intelligent, but each word is just another layer of polish over control.
Strip them down, and they all serve the same purpose: protect the company while shifting the
cost onto the worker.

Leadership

Surface Definition: Guidance and inspiration from management.
Real Meaning: Control from the top, accountability shoved to the bottom.

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Corporate leadership paints itself as
mentorship. In reality, it's a chain of
command wrapped in motivational speech.
When things go well, credit flows upward.

When things go wrong, blame slides down.

Barbara Kellerman calls it the “‘myth of noble
leadership” — a system that celebrates
authority while avoiding responsibility (1).
On the floor, leadership rarely lifts anyone. It

just manages compliance more smoothly.

Efficiency

Surface Definition: Maximizing output with
minimal waste.
Real Meaning: Fewer people doing more

work with fewer resources.

Efficiency sounds like progress, but it's really
compression.

Budgets shrink, parts run past their limits,
training disappears — yet production goals
keep rising.

Harry Braverman showed decades ago that
efficiency under capitalism almost always
means speed-ups and staff cuts, not smarter

systems (2).

Corporate Language by Design
30

"1 knew | could fina'.;*’-
a good use for these|
surveys. il

Efficiency isn’t about precision; it's
about squeezing harder.
The cost gets hidden in fatigue, mistakes, and

quiet injuries no spreadsheet tracks.

Engagement

Surface Definition: Employees feeling
motivated and involved.
Real Meaning: Forced participation with no

power to change anything.

Realworktruth.com
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Engagement surveys, “town halls,” and team-building sessions all promise to give workers a

voice — but the outcomes are decided before the meeting even starts.

Gallup’s own studies admit engagement numbers are cherry-picked to look good to investors

(4).

Mats Alvesson and André Spicer call it “functional stupidity” — the performance of care without
real substance (3).

Its obedience disguised as involvement. The worker speaks, the company nods, and nothing
changes.

3 Pattern in Play

& Leadership takes credit and shifts blame.

& Efficiency cuts corners and calls it progress.

& Engagement manufactures consent.

& The system polishes exploitation into performance.

End Quote

‘When leadership sounds like quidance, listen
closer — its usually control with better lighting.”

— Realwortruth.com

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Notes for Chapter 5 — Leadership, Efficiency,
and Engagement

(1) Kellerman, B. (2012). The End of Leadership. Harper Business. — Shows how

“leadership” often becomes control and image management.

(2) Braverman, H. (1998). Labor and Monopoly Capital. Monthly Review Press. -
Explains how efficiency translates into cutting workers and stretching them thin.

(3) Alvesson, M., & Spicer, A. (2016). The Stupidity Paradox. Profile Books. -
Describes how slogans and empty rituals sustain power, not progress.

(4) Gallup. (2017). State of the American Workplace. Gallup Press. — Documents how

“‘engagement” data is selectively used to polish corporate image.

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Chapter 6 — Agility, Ownership, an
Customer First

TO ALL
EMPLOYEES:

TAKE OWNERSHIP
OF YOUR MISTAKES
AND MANAGEMENT'S
MISTAKES TO.

Realworktruth.com
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COMPANY
VALUES

w

The Final Mask

By now the pattern is clear: every “value” that sounds empowering hides pressure, control, or
blame.

These last three — agility, ownership, customer first — are the sharpest examples.
They complete the dictionary, finishing the system of control disguised as care.

Agility
Surface Definition: The ability to adapt quickly to change.
Real Meaning: Chaos dressed up as flexibility, with no stability or plan.

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
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Agility sounds like strength — a company
that pivots fast and stays modern.

But for workers, it means instability. Priorities
flip daily, sometimes hourly.

Yesterday's emergency becomes today’s

forgotten project.

Rigby, Sutherland, and Takeuchi describe this
as the “illusion of adaptive progress” — the
promise of speed without structure (1).

In practice, it's motion for the sake of motion,
chaos marketed as innovation.

When everything's an emergency, nothing is
built to last.

Ownership

Surface Definition: Taking
responsibility for your work.

Real Meaning: Blame shifted onto
workers without giving them power to
fix anything.

Ownership sounds empowering — “Take pride
in what you do.”

But when tools, time, or training are missing,
‘ownership” becomes a trap.

You're told to “own the outcome” of things

you never controlled.

Corporate Language by Design
35

AGILITY |

| OWNERSHIP,

CUSTOMER
FIRST

Jim Collins wrote that true ownership means
pairing responsibility with authority (2).
What most companies offer instead is
responsibility alone — accountability without
power.

It's not empowerment; it's insulation for

management.

Customer First

Surface Definition: Always putting the

customer's needs ahead of everything else.

Real Meaning: Investors first, company
image second, customers third, workers
last.

Realworktruth.com
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It sounds noble — who could argue with serving the customer?
But the real hierarchy looks like this:

1. Investors.

2. Company image.
3. Customers.

4. Workers (if at all).

Robert Reich explains that “‘customer first” rhetoric is how corporations justify overwork and
corner-cutting in the name of profit stability (3).
Naomi Klein showed the same in her study of brand culture — image and shareholder confidence

come before human cost (4).

Every time a worker is told “Do it for the customer,’ it's really about keeping the
illusion intact.
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¥ Pattern in Play

& Agility — Chaos disquised as flexibility.

& Ownership — Blame without power.

& Customer First — Investors first, workers last.

& The cycle ends where it began: words polished to control, not to care.

End Quote

“The system calls it agility, ownership, and
service. But all it really means is move faster, take
blame, and stay quiet.”

— Realworktruth.com
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Notes for Chapter 6 — Agility, Ownership, and
Customer First

(1) Righby, D., Sutherland, J., & Takeuchi, H. (2016). Embracing Agile. Harvard Business
Review. — Shows how “agility” promises progress while creating instability.

(2) Collins, J. (2001). Good to Great. HarperBusiness. — Defines real ownership as
power plus accountability, exposing how corporate “ownership” is just blame.

(3) Reich, R. (2007). Supercapitalism. Vintage. — Explains how “customer first”
language hides investor-driven pressure.

(4) Klein, N. (2000). No Logo. Picador. - Demonstrates how branding and image

replace real value for both workers and consumers.

Corporate Language by Design Realworktruth.com
38



https://realworktruth.com/
https://realworktruth.com/
https://www.realworktruth.com/
https://app.designrr.io/app
https://www.realworktruth.com/

Corporate Language by Design

Epilogue — The Language Was the System

When | was younger, | believed the words.
| thought teamwork meant unity, commitment meant integrity, and leadership meant guidance.
| took the slogans at face value — because | wanted to believe that the people above me meant

what they said.

But over time, those words started to crack.
Promises were made and never kept.
Meetings turned into excuses.

And the posters on the wall started to sound like bad jokes.

I've worked for ten companies — ten different systems, ten different versions of the same story —
and not one of them kept their word. Each promised respect, balance, or fairness, and each time

the truth came out the same: the words were shields, not values.

That's when | walked away — not from work, but from illusion.
Once you see how the language operates, you can't go back to pretending.
You start realizing that “corporate culture” isn't built on steel, or process, or even people — it's

built on carefully chosen words that keep the system running while keeping everyone else quiet.

The language is the system.
And the moment you translate it, the spell breaks.
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3 Pattern in Play

e The slogans were never broken — they were built that way.

e The same words that inspire also obscure.

e Translation is the first act of freedom.

End Quote

‘I believed the words once. But belief without
proof is just control in disquise.”

— Realworktruth.com
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Where the Words Lead Next

Join the Real Work Truth Community

The corporate machine runs on silence, jargon, and slogans.

Real Work Truth exists to break that language and tell what's real — the truth from the
floor, not the boardroom.

Realworktruth.com — Free eBooks, stories from the field, and tools for workers
who want clarity instead of spin.

Realworktruth.com/subscribe - Get honest stories and hard-earned lessons from the

trades — join the Real Work Truth newsletter.
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Jeremiah Satterlee is a veteran, tradesman, and writer who spent decades
working in the real world of maintenance, drilling, and industrial systems.
He's seen how slogans replace safety, how loyalty gets confused with
exhaustion, and how the people keeping everything running are the last ones
to be heard.

Through Real Work Truth, Jeremiah writes for the people who keep the lights
on and the machines running — the workers who fix problems no one else
understands.

His goal is simple: bring honesty back to conversations about work,
language, and respect. He believes in straight talk over slogans, proof over
promises, and systems that protect time instead of stealing it.

Find more at:

RealWorkTruth.com

Rrealworktruth.com/subscribe
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