
Employer Branding: The Truth 

You can’t 
create 
what is 
already 
there.
Why employer brands are discovered, not created 

- and why the industry needs to stop selling 

mythology as strategy. 
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There is a moment in almost every employer brand 
project when the room goes quiet.  

It usually happens after the first research findings come 
back. The leadership team has arrived expecting a 
campaign. HR is hoping for a more exciting way of 
saying “we care about our people”. Marketing wants 
visual consistency. Recruitment wants more 
applications, preferably yesterday. And the agency,         
if it is honest, is holding a mirror. 

What the mirror shows is rarely tidy. It shows the 
promise employees recognise, the promises they do 
not believe, the cultural habits nobody put in the 
values deck, the stories candidates tell each other,      
the things managers say when no one from comms is 
listening, and the small practical indignities that do 
more to define an employer than any strapline           
ever will. 

That is the first uncomfortable truth: your employer 
brand is not the line on the poster. It is the collective 
reputation of what it feels like to work for you. 

The second truth is more disruptive:                              
you already have one. 

Not when the EVP workshop finishes. Not when the 
photography is selected. Not when the brand 
guidelines are signed off. The moment an organisation 
employs one person, an employer brand begins to 
exist. It exists in that person’s first day, their manager’s 
behaviour, the job advert that attracted them,              
the interview that reassured or irritated them,              
the onboarding email that landed too late, the payroll 
mistake, the birthday card, the WhatsApp group,        
the Glassdoor review, the friend-of-a-friend warning, 
and the quiet pride or embarrassment they feel when 
someone asks, “What’s it like working there?” 

This white paper is an argument against pretending 
otherwise. 

It is written for anyone who has ever sat in a meeting 
where a serious cultural problem was reduced to a 
messaging challenge. For the HR director who knows 
the employee survey is telling a harder story than the 
careers site. For the recruitment leader who can feel,  
in their bones, that the candidate journey is 
contradicting the promise. For the agency strategist 
who has watched a truthful insight die quietly under 
the weight of stakeholder comfort. 

And, yes, it is written for the clients who have been 
sold an illusion: that somewhere, inside a workshop,  
an employer brand can be summoned into existence 
by clever people with marker pens, mood boards and 
a fondness for the word “authentic”. 

It is also an invitation. Because once we stop treating 
employer brand as something invented by agencies, 
we can start treating it as something far more 
powerful: a reputation to be understood, articulated, 
improved and protected. 

That is where the real work begins.

The Confession
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An employer brand cannot be created from  
an EVP. It already exists as market perception.   
The job of a serious agency is to research it, 
tell the truth about it, articulate the best of it 
and help the organisation move from the 
reality it has to the reputation it wants to 
deserve.

The thesis



The recruitment marketing industry has become very 
good at selling the idea that employer branding is a 
creative exercise. Give us a brief, run a few workshops, 
collect some employee quotes, find a suitably inclusive 
library of smiling people, write a line about purpose,      
and out comes the employer brand. 

It is a seductive model because it is simple. It allows 
everyone to feel productive. It turns a messy 
organisational reality into a project plan. It gives 
stakeholders something to approve. It gives procurement 
something to buy. It gives agencies something to present 
on polished slides with words like “authentic”, “human”, 
“inclusive” and “bold” arranged around moodboards. 

But simplicity becomes dangerous when it replaces 
truth. 

The lie is not that organisations need language, visual 
expression or campaigns. They do. The lie is that these 
things are the employer brand. They are not. They are 
expressions of the employer brand. Sometimes they are 
useful expressions. Sometimes they are camouflage. 

A strapline is not a personality. A colour palette is not a 
culture. A careers website is not a reputation. A set of 
values is not a lived experience. Photography is not trust. 
An EVP is not proof. 

Imagine meeting a person who tells you they are warm, 
ambitious, supportive and fun. You might like the sound 
of it. Now imagine watching them interrupt everyone, 
ignore the waiter, blame their team and talk about 
themselves for forty minutes. Which version do you 
believe? 

Employer branding works the same way. People believe 
behaviour before language. They believe pattern before 
promise. They believe what employees repeat when the 
campaign is not in the room. 

The industry has confused the wrapping with the 
substance. Worse, it has often charged clients 
handsomely for the wrapping while leaving the substance 
untouched. 

This is how bad employer branding happens: 

Picture the familiar scene. A senior team gathers around a 
table. The walls are covered with words that nobody 
actively dislikes: ambitious, inclusive, supportive, 
empowering, human, bold. Everyone nods because none 
of the words are wrong. They are simply weightless.  
Then the conversation moves to photography: natural 
light, real people, relaxed smiles, maybe someone 
holding a coffee cup in a breakout space. By lunchtime, 
the organisation has not understood itself any better,       
but it has begun to look like every other employer that 
has not understood itself either. 

This is the tragedy of the performative EVP. It creates the 
sensation of progress while quietly avoiding the harder 
question: what is it actually like to work here, and who 
would thrive in that reality? 

A culture problem is translated into a 
communications problem because communication is 
easier to buy. 

An EVP is written as aspiration, then marketed as 
reality. 

The loudest internal voices are mistaken for the 
truest voices. 

Candidate experience is treated as a separate 
operational issue, even though it is often the first real 
proof of the employer brand. 

Employee stories are edited until they become 
indistinguishable from every other employer story. 

Agencies sell “authenticity” while removing the 
texture that made the story authentic in the             
first place. 

The result is beige. Sometimes expensive beige. 
Sometimes beautifully designed beige. 

But beige all the same. 

Beige is not a design problem. Beige is what happens 
when fear edits the truth. It is what happens when every 
interesting edge is softened, every cultural contradiction 
is hidden, every specific detail is replaced with a universal 
virtue. Nobody sets out to create beige. It arrives politely, 
one compromise at a time. 

The lie the industry 
keeps selling 
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EVPantone 
2998C (Beige)



The most important sentence in this white paper is also 
the simplest: every employer already has an employer 
brand. 

This is not a philosophical position. It is the practical 
reality of labour markets. CIPD’s employer brand 
factsheet states that all organisations have an employer 
brand and describes it as the way organisations 
differentiate themselves in the labour market to attract, 
recruit, retain and engage the right people. That matters 
because it moves the conversation away from creation 
and towards recognition. 

An employer brand is the market’s working theory of 
what it is like to work for you. It is built from evidence, 
gossip, memory, experience and signal. It may be 
accurate or distorted. It may be famous or barely visible. 
It may be loved by one audience and invisible to another. 
But it exists. 

The mistake is assuming that because an employer brand 
is intangible, it is imaginary. It is not. Reputation is 
intangible too, but nobody sensible would say it does 
not exist until an agency names it. 

The employer brand is already being formed in places 
the brand team cannot control: 

The first employee creates it before anyone has named it. 
They tell a friend whether the founder keeps promises. 
They notice whether the interview felt respectful.           
They decide whether Monday morning feels energising 
or heavy. They carry the story into the market in small, 
ordinary sentences: “It is chaotic, but they trust you.” 
“The work matters, but the systems are painful.”           
“You learn quickly there.” “They say family, but they 
mean always available.” 

Those sentences are the raw material of employer brand. 
Not the campaign line. Not the launch film.                      
The sentences people use when there is nothing to sell. 

in candidate WhatsApp groups after interviews; 

in manager behaviour during probation; 

in the gap between job advert and actual job; 

in the difference between values on the wall and 
decisions in the room; 

in how quickly rejection emails are sent, or whether 
they are sent at all; 

in pay transparency, shift allocation, flexibility and 
fairness; 

in the first week of work, when belief either becomes 
belonging or regret; 

in online reviews, social posts, alumni conversations 
and internal stories. 

This is why employer brand cannot be created like a 
campaign. It can only be discovered, interpreted, 
expressed and changed over time through evidence and 
behaviour. 

And that is good news. Because if a brand already exists, 
we do not need to invent it. We need to understand it. 

This changes the emotional posture of the work.                  
It removes the pressure to perform genius in a workshop 
and replaces it with a more rigorous task: listening.         
The agency becomes less like a magician and more like 
an investigator. The organisation becomes less like a 
client waiting for a concept and more like a witness 
learning to describe itself accurately. 

Employer brand 
already exists 
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Ever spent a 
small fortune 
on one of these?



‘This is not a brand’ 

Kevin Russell’s “This Is Not A Brand” 

— a viral piece of brand clarity that 

helped remind the world that a brand 

is not a logo, a line or a set of colours. 

The most shared piece of work on 

Linkedin in 2024.



The employer value proposition has become the 
industry’s favourite blunt instrument. It is useful when 
handled carefully and dangerous when mistaken for the 
whole craft. 

An EVP should describe the employment deal: what 
people get, what they give, what they experience, what 
the organisation asks of them, and why the exchange is 
distinctive enough to matter. At its best, it is a disciplined 
articulation of the promise between employer and 
employee. At its worst, it is a list of things every employer 
says: purpose, progression, people, flexibility, wellbeing, 
inclusion and impact. 

The problem is not EVP itself. The problem is treating an 
EVP as if it creates the employer brand. 

It does not. It may help express the employer brand.           
It may help align communications. It may give recruiters 
and managers better language. It may clarify what the 
organisation wants to stand for. But it cannot override 
lived experience. 

Think of the difference this way: 

Your EVP is the employment deal arranged into 
language. Your employer brand is the reputation that 
deal has earned in the world. One can be drafted. The 
other has to be deserved. 

This is why the best EVP work feels less like invention and 
more like translation. The words may be new, but the 
recognition should be immediate. Employees should 
read it and feel the peculiar relief of being seen, not the 
awkwardness of being marketed at. 

The danger comes when agencies conduct EVP work to 
tell a client what the employer brand “should be”, then 
build creative around that aspiration as if aspiration were 
evidence. This is where employer branding becomes 
theatre. 

There is a place for aspiration. Organisations need 
direction. Culture can change. Reputations can be 
rebuilt. But aspiration must be labelled honestly. There is 
a profound difference between “this is who we are” and 
“this is who we are working to become”. Candidates and 
employees are remarkably forgiving when organisations 
are honest. They are far less forgiving when organisations 
over-promise and under-deliver. 

The future of employer branding requires a cleaner 
distinction: 

Research tells you what your employer brand is. 

EVP clarifies what your employment offer is and 
what it could credibly become. 

Creative articulation turns the truth into a story 
people can understand. 

Culture, leadership and experience management 
decide whether that story remains true. 

EVP is not 
employer brand 
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EVP Employer brand

The promise an organisation chooses to articulate. The perception people already hold.

Often developed through workshops, research and 
leadership alignment.

Built through experience, reputation, behaviour and 
evidence.

Mostly controlled language. Partly uncontrolled meaning.

A strategic tool. A social reality.

Can be written. Must be earned.

Can be launched. Changes slowly through repeated proof.



Candidates are not passive consumers of employer 
messaging. They are investigators. They compare,       
cross-check, screenshot, share, lurk, ask, search and infer. 
They do not simply ask, “What does this employer say?” 
They ask, “What is the evidence?” 

A candidate journey now often begins in private.        
Before the application, before the careers site, before 
the recruiter call, there is a quiet investigation.                     
A candidate searches reviews, asks a former colleague, 
checks LinkedIn tenure patterns, looks at leadership 
posts, reads the job advert twice and tries to work out 
what has been left unsaid. 

By the time they arrive at the official employer brand, 
they may already have a theory. The job of 
communication is not to overwhelm that theory with 
positivity. It is to meet it with credible evidence. 

The evidence can be formal or informal. Glassdoor 
points to the importance of repeated brand exposure 
and active following in application behaviour; its 
employer branding statistics suggest job seekers are 
much more likely to apply after repeated exposure to a 
company’s brand and that followers are far more likely to 
start an application. Academic research using Glassdoor 
and Dice data has also found that displayed employer 
reputation affects an employer’s ability to attract workers. 

But the bigger point is not the platform. It is the 
behaviour. People gather signals. They look for pattern. 
They read between the lines. 

A candidate sees a job advert saying “flexible working” 
and then notices the interview slots are only available 
during school pick-up hours. Signal received. 

A graduate sees a campaign about belonging and then 
meets an assessment process that rewards polish, private 
schooling and confidence over potential. Signal received. 

A store colleague sees a poster about “our people are our 
family” and then finds the rota changes with twelve hours’ 
notice. Signal received. 

A software engineer hears “innovation culture” and then 
waits six weeks for interview feedback because nobody 
can agree who owns the role. Signal received. 

An employee watches the organisation celebrate Mental 
Health Awareness Week while managers quietly reward 
the people who answer emails at 11pm. Signal received. 

Employer brand is not the message. Employer brand is 
the pattern of signals. 

This is why visual identity alone is so limited. The market 
is not short of pretty careers sites. It is short of credible 
ones. It is short of employers brave enough to say, “This 
is what we are brilliant at. This is what we are still fixing. 
This is the kind of person who will thrive here. This is the 
kind of person who may not.” 

What the market 
really sees
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If your employer brand statement could be 
used by a competitor without anyone noticing, 
it is not a brand truth. It is category wallpaper.

A useful test



One of the reasons employer branding has become 
confused is that it sits at the uncomfortable intersection 
of HR, marketing, leadership, recruitment and culture. 
Everyone owns a bit of it, so nobody fully owns it.   
That makes it tempting to solve the visible part. 

Need more applications? Refresh the careers site. 
Need better graduate awareness? Launch a campaign. 
Need to improve reputation? Commission 
photography. Need to show inclusion? Create a video. 
Need to sound different? Write a new strapline. 

These things can help. But only when they reveal or 
support something real. 

Cosmetic employer branding fails because candidates 
and employees test claims quickly. The distance 
between attraction and disillusionment has shortened. 
People can move from advert to review site to LinkedIn 
connection to TikTok commentary in minutes.               
For younger audiences, social media is increasingly 
part of the job search itself; recent reporting has 
described how Gen Z job seekers are using social 
platforms such as Instagram and TikTok to create 
personal pitches and navigate a difficult labour market. 
In that environment, reputation is fluid, public and 
participatory. 

This does not mean employers should be frightened of 
visibility. It means they should respect it. The more 
visible your promise, the more important it is that the 
organisation can carry the weight of that promise. 

A weak employer brand is rarely weak because the line 
is wrong. It is weak because the proof is missing. 

The modern workplace is full of proof gaps: 

The proof gap is where employer brands go to die.          
It is the distance between “we support development” 
and a manager who has cancelled the last three one-
to-ones. It is the distance between “bring your whole 
self to work” and a hiring process that rewards only the 
most rehearsed version of confidence. It is the distance 
between “we move fast” and a recruitment process 
that takes forty-two days to make a decision. 

Candidates and employees do not need a 
sophisticated brand model to spot a proof gap.         
They feel it. And once they feel it, the campaign starts 
working against the organisation rather than for it, 
because every touchpoint becomes a reminder that 
the promise is not quite true. 

Purpose without influence: employees are told the 
work matters but have no voice in decisions. 

Progression without pathways: career 
development is promised but managers cannot 
explain how it happens. 

Inclusion without friction removal: belonging is 
celebrated but processes still exclude. 

Flexibility without trust: hybrid work exists but 
career advantage still sits with presenteeism. 

Wellbeing without workload redesign: support 
resources are offered while the causes of burnout 
remain untouched. 

Innovation without permission: employees are told 
to think differently in a system that punishes risk. 

This is why employer branding has to be connected to 
employee experience. A campaign can increase 
attention. It cannot substitute for coherence. 

Gallup’s global engagement indicator currently puts 
global employee engagement at 20%. That statistic 
should make everyone in employer brand 
uncomfortable. If only a minority of employees feel 
engaged, the market is awash with organisations trying 
to market cultures that many of their own people do 
not fully experience. No amount of creative craft can 
permanently hide that gap. 

Why cosmetics 
cannot fix culture
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The answer is not cynicism. It is research. 

Research is the moment the lights come on. It is the part 
of the process where the organisation stops admiring its 
desired reflection and starts looking at the actual room. 
The chairs are not where leadership thought they were. 
The walls have marks on them. There is a window 
nobody mentioned. There is also, often, more beauty 
and strength in the place than the official narrative ever 
managed to capture. 

Good research does not merely find problems. It finds 
texture. It finds the strange little truths that make an 
employer memorable: the manager who teaches 
people properly; the night team with a heroic sense of 
humour; the graduate cohort that supports each other 
through the messy first year; the frontline colleague who 
can explain the organisation’s purpose better than the 
chief executive because they live it every day. 

Not research as a box-ticking exercise. Not a few 
stakeholder interviews and a survey with leading 
questions. Not “validation” research designed to 
confirm the line an agency already wants to sell.        
Proper research. Curious research. Slightly uncomfortable 
research. The kind that looks for the truth rather than the 
easiest presentation. 

This is where an agency like Genius can do something 
valuable and different. Genius does not need to pretend 
it can create an employer brand out of thin air. Through 
Genius Intel, its research and data arm, it can help 
organisations understand how candidates, employees 
and audiences think, feel and behave, then translate 
that understanding into better recruitment, onboarding, 
employer brand and communication experiences. 

The act of research changes the relationship with the 
client. The agency stops being a decorator of aspiration 
and becomes a witness to reality. It asks: 

A proper listening exercise has a different energy from a 
branding workshop. People pause before answering. 
They tell stories rather than reciting values.                    
They contradict each other in useful ways. Someone 
says, “We are brilliant in a crisis but terrible at planning.” 
Someone else says, “The work is hard, but I have never 
felt more trusted.” Then a pattern begins to appear.  
Not a slogan. A pattern. 

That pattern is the beginning of employer brand truth. 

What do employees actually say when leadership 
is not in the room? 

What do candidates believe before they apply? 

Where does the recruitment experience contradict 
the employer promise? 

Which audiences know us, misunderstand us or 
ignore us? 

What parts of the culture are genuinely distinctive? 

What claims can we prove? 

What claims should we stop making? 

What would have to change internally before a 
new message became credible externally? 

This kind of work is more demanding than a creative 
route. It requires humility. It may tell a client something 
they do not want to hear. It may reveal that the most 
powerful story is not the one leadership expected.           
It may show that the organisation’s greatest strength is 
quiet, practical and unglamorous: good managers, 
stable hours, honest pay, belonging in small teams, 
pride in service, the dignity of useful work. 

That matters. Too much employer branding tries to 
make every organisation sound like a purpose-led 
technology start-up with a social conscience and a 
dog-friendly office. Real employer brands are more 
interesting than that. Some are intense and high-
performance. Some are nurturing. Some are chaotic 
but full of opportunity. Some are traditional and secure. 
Some are mission-driven but under pressure. Some are 
not for everyone, and that is fine. 

The goal is not to make every employer sound 
universally attractive. The goal is to make the right 
truth attractive to the right people. 

Research as the 
act of truth-telling
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If the old model says “create an employer brand”,        
the enlightened model says something very different: 
discover, articulate, manage and evolve the employer 
brand that already exists. 

This model is not as neat as the old one, which is 
exactly why it is more useful. It accepts that employers 
are living systems, not campaign briefs. It recognises 
that a hospital, a retailer, a logistics business, a charity 
and a technology firm will not have one simple truth 
sitting obediently in the middle of the table. They will 
have subcultures, contradictions, moments of pride, 
areas of discomfort and audience-specific realities. 

The role of Genius is not to flatten all of that into a 
shiny sentence. It is to understand the complexity, find 
the strongest credible signal, and help the organisation 
express it with enough clarity that the right people can 
recognise themselves in it. 

This is a more honest model and a more 
commercially useful one.

The Genius model: 
discover, articulate, 
manage, evolve 
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1. Discover: find the real brand 

Discovery begins with evidence. Internal interviews, 
employee listening, candidate journey analysis, 
recruitment performance data, competitor context, 
review analysis, stakeholder workshops, audience 
research and behavioural insight all contribute to a 
clearer picture. The aim is not to gather flattering 
quotes. The aim is to understand reputation as it is 
experienced. 

Discovery should identify strengths, proof points, 
contradictions, audience differences and risk. It should 
distinguish between universal truths and subculture 
truths. A head office professional may experience the 
employer very differently from a frontline colleague.      
A new joiner may tell a different story from someone 
who has survived three restructures. Employer brand 
research must resist the temptation to average these 
differences into blandness. 

2. Articulate: turn truth into              
usable language 

Articulation is where creative craft matters. Once 
the truth is understood, it needs language, structure, 
stories and assets. This may include EVP architecture, 
messaging pillars, audience propositions, narrative 
frameworks, careers site content, campaign ideas, 
photography, film, recruiter toolkits and manager 
guidance. 

But the creative work should not decorate the truth 
into something else. It should make the truth clearer, 
more memorable and more useful. Genius’s own 
philosophy is helpful here: creativity is not decoration; 
it is strategy. The job of creative is to clarify, connect 
and motivate, not to airbrush reality. 

3. Manage: align touchpoints                 
and behaviour 

Employer brand management means connecting 
the message to the experience. This includes job 
adverts, careers websites, application journeys, 
candidate communications, interview design, 
onboarding, manager behaviours, internal mobility, 
alumni experience and employee advocacy. It asks 
whether every touchpoint strengthens or weakens the 
reputation. 

This is where recruitment technology and UX become 
part of the brand conversation. A beautiful message 
trapped inside a painful application process is not a 
beautiful message. It is a contradiction. Genius’s work 
across careers websites, recruitment platforms, 
onboarding systems, user testing and candidate 
journey mapping matters because employer brand is 
experienced through journeys, not just campaigns. 

4. Evolve: help the organisation   
become truer 

The final stage is the most important. Sometimes 
research reveals that the desired employer brand is not 
yet fully deserved. That is not failure. It is strategy.       
The organisation can then decide what needs to 
change internally: manager capability, onboarding, 
flexibility, inclusion, progression, communication, 
assessment fairness, workload, recognition or 
leadership behaviour. 

An employer brand can change. Personalities change 
too, but not because someone writes a new 
description of them. They change through repeated 
decisions, habits and evidence. Employer brands 
evolve the same way. 
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The most useful way to expose the confusion is through 
examples. The following are fictionalised composites 
drawn from common employer brand situations, but they 
will feel familiar to anyone who has worked in recruitment 
marketing for more than fifteen minutes. 

Example one: the warehouse with the 
honest brand 

In the first employee interviews, nobody describes the 
work as glamorous. Nobody says “dynamic”. They talk 
about rhythm. They talk about fairness. They talk about 
the relief of a supervisor who explains the shift properly, 
the pride of hitting a target together, the practical 
importance of knowing your rota in time to organise 
childcare. The strongest brand truth is not glamour; it is 
reliability, team spirit and respect for real life. 

The better campaign does not pretend the night shift is a 
lifestyle brand. It says: this is physical work, with good 
people, clear expectations and managers who know your 
name. Suddenly the employer stops sounding like a 
brochure and starts sounding like a place. 

A logistics employer wants to attract night-shift workers. 
The first draft of the campaign says, “Join a dynamic 
team where every day is different.” It is technically true 
and totally useless. Research shows candidates care 
about stable shifts, predictable earnings, decent 
managers, safe conditions, reliable overtime and not 
being messed around. Employees are proud because the 
work is physical, clear and important. The enlightened 
employer brand does not pretend the job is glamorous. 
It says: “Hard work. Straight talk. Proper support. A team 
that gets the job done.” It wins because it respects the 
audience. 

Example two: the graduate brand that 
confuses polish with potential 

The firm has done the visible work. The photography is 
diverse. The website says all backgrounds are welcome. 
But the experience quietly favours candidates who 
already know the code: how to network, how to speak in 
assessment centres, how to turn privilege into something 
that looks like leadership potential. The employer brand 
says openness. The process says familiarity. 

The truthful intervention is not another inclusion 
headline. It is redesigning the evidence. Clearer 
expectations, better preparation, assessed potential 
rather than performance theatre, and stories from people 
who did not arrive already fluent in corporate ritual. 

A professional services firm wants more diverse early 
careers applications. The campaign photography is 
diverse. The language is welcoming. The assessment 
process, however, still rewards confidence, networking 
fluency and prior exposure to corporate environments. 
Candidates read the campaign and feel invited; then the 
process quietly tells them who really belongs.                  
The employer brand problem is not the advert. It is the 
experience. The right work is to redesign evidence, 
assessment and support so the message becomes true.

Examples: 
the good, the bad 
and the painfully beige
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Example three: the retailer with a brilliant 
subculture 

The board wants to talk about careers. The stores want to 
talk about belonging. In the research, colleagues do not 
use the language of corporate progression. They talk 
about being backed by their team, laughing during 
difficult shifts, learning confidence on the shop floor, and 
managers who know when life has become complicated. 

The employer brand is not weaker because it is less 
grand. It is stronger because it is true. For the right 
candidate, “you will find your people here” may be more 
powerful than any promise of a leadership pipeline. 

A retailer believes its brand is about progression. 
Leadership talks about ambition. But employee research 
reveals the deeper truth: people stay because their store 
teams are funny, protective and locally rooted. 
Progression matters, but belonging is the emotional 
engine. The brand becomes stronger when the 
organisation stops trying to sound like a corporate ladder 
and starts celebrating the human reality of teams that 
look after each other while serving customers under 
pressure. 

Example four: the tech firm selling 
innovation while hiring like 2007 

This is one of the most common modern contradictions. 
The company sells speed, intelligence and 
experimentation to customers, then asks candidates to 
tolerate clumsy forms, duplicated questions and long 
silences. The brand has not failed at the campaign level. 
It has failed at the experience level. 

Fixing the employer brand means fixing the journey: 
fewer pointless steps, clearer communication, faster 
decisions, better feedback and a hiring experience that 
behaves like the company claims to behave. 

A technology employer describes itself as agile, 
experimental and future-focused. Candidates then 
complete a repetitive form, upload a CV, re-enter the 
same information, wait three weeks, attend five 
interviews and receive no feedback. The employer brand 
is not “innovation”. The employer brand is “we have 
innovative products and legacy hiring habits”. The fix is 
not a cleverer line. The fix is redesigning the journey. 

Example five: the purpose-led 
organisation with exhausted people 

Purpose is powerful, but purpose can also become a 
trap. People stay because they care. They overextend 
because the mission matters. They forgive broken 
systems because the work feels too important to 
abandon. Eventually the very thing that attracted them 
becomes part of the burnout. 

A more honest employer brand does not dim the 
mission. It protects it. It says the work matters and so do 
the people doing it. It makes sustainability of effort part 
of the promise, not an afterthought hidden behind heroic 
language. 

A charity or public service organisation has an authentic 
mission. People join because the work matters. They also 
leave because workload, systems and emotional strain 
become unsustainable. The employer brand cannot 
simply shout louder about purpose. It has to tell a mature 
story: meaningful work, real pressure, practical support, 
honest expectations. A purpose-led employer brand 
becomes credible when it respects the cost of caring. 

The pattern is clear. The strongest employer brands are 
not the most polished. They are the most coherent. 
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If employer brand is reputation rather than invention,          
the rules change. 

The old rules rewarded confidence: pick a proposition, 
package it beautifully, launch it loudly. The new rules 
reward coherence. They ask whether the message can 
survive contact with the employee experience. They ask 
whether the candidate journey behaves like the promise. 
They ask whether the organisation is willing to be specific 
enough to be believed. 

The following rules are not decorative principles.           
They are survival rules for employer brands in a market 
where candidates can compare claims instantly and 
employees can contradict them publicly. 

1. Start with evidence, not adjectives.                    
Before deciding what you want to say, understand 
what people already believe. 

2. Treat employees as witnesses, not props.            
Their stories are not raw material to be sanitised; 
they are evidence of the brand. 

3. Separate reality, aspiration and ambition.                  
Be honest about what is true now and what is 
changing. 

4. Make the employer brand operational.                    
If it does not affect job adverts, candidate 
experience, onboarding, management and internal 
communication, it is just a presentation. 

5. Stop trying to attract everyone.                                  
A credible employer brand helps the right people 
opt in and the wrong people opt out. 

6. Use creative to sharpen truth, not hide weakness. 
Distinctive work comes from specificity, not 
exaggeration. 

7. Measure perception and experience together. 
Reputation data without journey data is 
incomplete. Application data without employee 
listening is shallow. 

8. Respect the informal market.                               
Reviews, alumni, social media, family networks and 
frontline word of mouth are not side channels; they 
are the market. 

9. Build proof before amplification.                             
The louder the promise, the harder the fall if the 
proof is missing. 

10.Keep evolving.                                                 
Employer brand is not a launch moment. It is a 
continuous relationship between perception and 
experience. 

These rules do not make employer branding smaller. 
They make it more important. They lift it out of campaign 
production and put it where it belongs: at the centre of 
attraction, retention, culture, reputation and leadership 
truth. 

When employer brand is treated this way, it becomes a 
leadership discipline. It becomes part of workforce 
planning, organisational design, recruitment operations, 
onboarding, internal communication and retention. It 
stops being the pretty wrapper around the employment 
experience and becomes one of the ways the 
organisation learns to see itself.

The new rules of 
employer branding
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The Enlightenment in employer branding is not anti-
agency. It is anti-charlatan. It is anti-fantasy. It is anti the 
expensive performance of insight without the discipline 
of evidence. 

The charlatan arrives with certainty too early.               
They know the answer before the research. They sell 
the reveal before they have listened. They mistake a 
clever phrase for a commercial intervention. They make 
the client feel brave while carefully avoiding anything 
that might require bravery. 

The enlightened agency behaves differently.                  
It is curious before it is confident. It is willing to say,            
“That claim is attractive, but we cannot prove it yet.”      
It knows that the most valuable moment in a project 
may not be the presentation of a creative route,           
but the uncomfortable silence after a piece of     
evidence lands. 

The industry needs fewer people selling employer 
brands as if they can be summoned in a workshop,    
and more people willing to say: “You already have a 
reputation. Let’s find out what it is.” 

This is a better future for clients too. It prevents wasted 
money. It reduces overclaiming. It gives HR and 
recruitment leaders a more credible way to influence 
the business. Instead of asking leadership to approve a 
prettier message, they can show evidence of how 
reputation, experience and behaviour affect attraction, 
engagement and retention. 

Edelman’s 2025 Trust Barometer reminds us that trust 
in institutions and leaders remains fragile, even as       
“my employer” continues to be one of the more 
trusted institutions in people’s lives. That places an 
enormous responsibility on employers. Work is not just 
an economic arrangement. It is where people invest 
time, identity, hope, security and effort. Employer 
branding that treats this lightly deserves to fail. 

The new age of employer branding must be             
more grown-up. More researched. More honest.       
More operational. More human. 

It should expose lazy thinking: 

No, your employer brand is not your EVP. 

No, your EVP is not your values deck. 

No, authenticity is not achieved by using 
photographs of real employees if the story you 
attach to them is generic. 

No, candidate experience is not separate from 
employer brand. 

No, an inclusion message does not make the 
process inclusive. 

No, purpose does not excuse poor management. 

No, “people are our greatest asset” is not a 
differentiator. It is the sound of strategy giving up. 

And it should replace them with braver questions: 

What are we known for as an employer? 

What do our people recognise as true? 

What do candidates misunderstand about us? 

What experience are we actually offering? 

What proof do we have? 

Where are we over-promising? 

What needs to change before we say this publicly? 

What reputation do we want to deserve in three 
years? 

This is the Genius opportunity. Not to become another 
agency claiming to create employer brands, but to 
lead the correction. To say that employer branding is 
not invention, but intelligence. Not cosmetics, but 
coherence. Not a strapline, but a living reputation.       
Not a campaign launch, but a cultural reckoning      
made useful. 

The Enlightenment 
agenda 
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For HR, talent and communications leaders who want to 
test whether their employer brand work is real or 
performative, start here. 

Imagine taking your employer brand into a room of 
employees with no leaders present and reading it aloud. 
Not the polished launch film. Not the values poster.        
The actual claims. Would people nod? Would they 
laugh? Would they add nuance? Would they say, “That is 
true in some teams but not in mine”? That reaction is not 
a threat to the brand. It is the beginning of accuracy. 

The same test applies to candidates. If the promise is 
“fast-moving”, does the process move quickly? If the 
promise is “inclusive”, does the application journey 
remove barriers? If the promise is “development”,             
can a hiring manager explain what development actually 
looks like in the first twelve months? 

Could our current employer brand narrative survive 
an anonymous employee listening session? 

Do our candidates experience the qualities we claim 
before they are hired? 

Can recruiters explain our proposition without using 
generic language? 

Do different employee populations recognise 
themselves in the same story? 

Which claims are supported by data, stories or 
observable practice? 

Where does the employee experience contradict the 
candidate promise? 

What are former employees saying that current 
employees are too polite to say? 

What parts of our culture are genuinely distinctive 
rather than merely desirable? 

What should we stop saying until it becomes true? 

What internal change would have the biggest 
positive effect on external reputation? 

If the answers are clear, the employer brand is probably 
ready to be articulated. If the answers are vague, the 
work is not ready for a campaign. It is ready for research. 

That distinction alone could save organisations enormous 
amounts of money. A campaign launched too early does 
not accelerate reputation change; it exposes the gap. 
Research first is not caution. It is how brave organisations 
avoid lying by accident. 

Practical diagnostic 
questions 
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The employer branding industry has spent too long 
acting as if it can manufacture personality. It cannot.       
A person does not become generous because they 
commission a generous-looking outfit. An organisation 
does not become a better employer because it 
approves warmer language. 

Employer brand is not what you say about working for 
you. It is what the market has learned to believe. 

That belief can be influenced. It can be strengthened. 
It can be repaired. It can be focused. It can be made 
more visible to the people who need to hear it. But it 
cannot be fabricated without consequence. 

The future belongs to organisations brave enough to 
look first and speak second. To agencies willing to 
research before they decorate. To HR leaders who 
understand that employer brand is not a soft 
communications project, but a hard reputation system 
built from human experience. 

That is the Enlightenment. 

It is the moment HR stops asking for a more 
compelling way to say the same thing and starts asking 
whether the thing being said is true enough, specific 
enough and operational enough to matter. 

It is the moment recruitment marketing stops 
borrowing the language of authenticity and starts 
doing the work required to earn it. 

Not “let us create your employer brand”. 

But: “let us discover the truth of your employer brand, 
articulate the best of it, and help you become worthy 
of the reputation you want.” 

That is more honest. More useful. More disruptive. 

And, frankly, it is about time. 

Conclusion: stop creating. 
Start revealing. 
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behaviour linked to repeated brand exposure and 
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Randstad Workmonitor 2025, reported by The Guardian, 
January 2025. Used for the finding that work-life balance 
had become the top motivator globally, with work-life 
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Author & Creator’s Note 
Written by Russell Dalton: Founder, Genius 

Russell Dalton has spent more than 30 years working in 
recruitment marketing, employer communications and 
recruitment technology, helping organisations 
understand how people choose, judge and join 
employers. 

In that time, he has seen the same mistake repeated 
again and again: organisations asking agencies to 
“create” an employer brand. 

But an employer brand is not created. It already exists. 

It lives in employee stories, candidate experiences, 
Glassdoor reviews, onboarding moments, leadership 
behaviours and the everyday reality of work. It is not 
the strapline. It is the reputation. 

This paper is a challenge to an industry that has too 
often confused creative packaging with cultural truth. 

An EVP can be designed. A campaign can be 
launched. A careers website can be rewritten. 

But an employer brand must be discovered, 
understood and managed. 

That is where the real work begins. 
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