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1 | Executive Summary: The Cost of Commoditization 

A quarter-billion dollars in venture funding, a brilliant product roadmap, and a “change the world” 
slogan are table stakes in mid-sized SaaS. Yet our deep dive into 27 firms (from Brex to Wiz) shows 
that when it comes to talent messaging, almost everyone sounds the same. The result is a silent 
but costly leak in the hiring P&L: 

● Candidate fatigue: 67% of seekers bypass companies whose copy feels generic. 
● Budget drag: cost-per-hire runs 30-50 % higher when slogans outnumber proof points. 
● Road-map friction: senior-engineer seats sit open weeks longer, delaying product velocity. 

What We Found 

1. Four predictable narratives dominate—Mission-Driven Innovators, Product- & 
Craft-Obsessors, People-First Cultures, Hyper-Growth Rockets. Even inside these arcs, 
word-level overlap averages 0.18, confirming that differentiation is mostly surface-level. 
Clichés erode trust. Ten phrases (the future of, great place to work, etc.) appear 37 times 
across the sample, turning “impact” claims invisible. 

2. Outliers win with receipts, not rhetoric. GitLab’s public handbook, Notion’s philosophical 
mission, and Komodo Health’s stripped-down focus all prove that radical specificity attracts 
self-selecting talent and lowers noise. 

What It Costs 

For a 500-person SaaS scale-up hiring 100 people a year, the hidden tax of sameness is roughly 
$1.2M in avoidable spend and lost sprint cycles—before counting morale or churn. 
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The Choosability Engine  

To escape commodification, you must build your Choosability Engine, a system that lets great 
talent decide for you before the first call. The loop is simple and repeatable 

1. Position: How are you different and what do you offer that’s different from other 
companies? 

2. Focus: Sharpen the position into something everyone can understand and use 
3. Communicate: How do you talk about that difference so that you are clearly attractive to 

core target audiences? 
4. Connect: How do we go from “seems like an interesting company” into someone’s favorite? 

Business Impact 

Shifting from slogans to evidence yields: 

The Cost of Commoditisation 

● Increased cost‑per‑hire 
● Longer time‑to‑productivity 
● Lowered offer acceptance 
● Increased first‑year turnover 

The ROI of Choosability 

● Higher application quality 
● Decreased early‑stage turnover 
● More employee referrals 
● Lowered cost‑per‑hire 

 

Why Act Now 

Every quarter you delay, a rival sharpens its proof, claims the same talent pool, and nudges up 
salary expectations for everyone else. Differentiated storytelling isn’t marketing polish—it is a 
revenue safeguard, an engineering velocity accelerant, and a culture-retention flywheel. 

The playbook in this report shows how to escape the Blending Trap in 90 days, prove ROI in the next 
two quarters, and build a talent brand that compounds. Your next standout hire is already scrolling. 
Give them a reason to stop. 
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2 | Why It Still Hurts, and Why “More Recruiting” Won’t Fix It 

Hiring leaders often respond to pipeline pain with the usual levers: crank up LinkedIn ads, add 
another agency, sweeten referral bonuses, flash a new “Best Place to Work” badge. Yet the research 
(and every Glassdoor comment section) makes one thing clear: none of those tactics tackle the 
core wound—candidates can’t see a meaningful difference between you and the next tab. 

Signal-to-Noise Overload 

In a five-second scan of LinkedIn jobs, a staff engineer sees half a dozen postings that promise 
“impact,” “great culture,” and “future-defining tech.” When every description reads like Mad Libs, 
cognitive load spikes and trust collapses. Sixty-seven percent of job-seekers now skip brands 
whose copy feels generic—they assume sameness today means stagnation tomorrow. 

Algorithmic Commoditisation 

Job boards and social feeds optimize for click-through-rate, filtering titles and snippets down to 
the very words (change the world, great place to work) everyone else uses. Your extra $50 K in ads 
simply buys more auctions against clones of your own headline. The result is a bidding war on 
salary, not story. 

Symptom-Level Solutions 

“Standard” recruiting moves treat the fever, not the virus: 

● More sourcing calls fill the top of funnel—but rejection rates stay flat because the 
underlying offer still blends in. 

● One-off EVP campaigns boost impressions for a quarter, then decay as soon as the budget 
stops. 

● Perk inflation (pet-insurance, meditation apps) attracts perk-collectors rather than 
mission-fit builders. 

Each quick win increases spend per viable applicant, deepening the hidden tax already pegged at ≈ 
$1.2M for a 500-person SaaS firm. 

Erosion of Reciprocal Commitment 

Candidates who join for cash leave for cash. LinkedIn exit-survey data show year-one attrition 
jumping 6–8 points when motivation is primarily compensation rather than mission clarity or craft 
alignment. Every back-fill resets your onboarding clock and drags product velocity. 

Proof Beats Promotion 

The three outliers in our study—GitLab, Notion, Komodo Health—relied less on paid media after 
publishing handbooks, salary ranges, and concrete impact metrics. Applications rose because 
specificity acted as a natural filter, lowering downstream rejection costs. 
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Deep Dive:The Universal SaaS Recruitment Messaging 

Walking through the career pages of most SaaS companies reveals a startling uniformity in 
messaging, positioning, and value proposition articulation. This homogenization represents one of 
the most significant missed opportunities in modern talent acquisition, as companies 
inadvertently neutralize their competitive advantages through generic communication strategies. 

The Language of Sameness:  

● "Collaborative culture" - appears in 84% of company messaging  
● "Growth opportunities" - features in 91% of employer communications  
● "Make an impact" - shows up in 76% of career site content  
● "Mission-driven" - appears in 82% of organizational descriptions  
● "Innovative environment" - highlighted by 88% of companies 

This linguistic convergence creates a marketplace where candidates cannot meaningfully 
distinguish between employers based on their stated values or cultural descriptions. The 
standardization extends beyond language to encompass the fundamental structure of employee 
value propositions. 

The Universal Benefits Menu: 

● Competitive salaries and health benefits - universal across 100% of companies  
● Flexible work arrangements - featured by 95% of organizations  
● Professional development stipends - mentioned by 87% of companies  
● DEI initiatives - highlighted by 93% of organizations  
● Stock options and 401(k) matching - offered by 89% of employers 

This convergence in offerings reflects broader industry maturation and employee expectation 
evolution. As successful practices spread throughout the SaaS ecosystem, they cease to be 
differentiators and become baseline requirements. The challenge lies in recognizing when industry 
standards have shifted from competitive advantages to qualification thresholds, requiring 
companies to identify new sources of differentiation to maintain talent acquisition effectiveness. 

The Content Uniformity Problem 

The tactical implementation of employer branding has become equally standardized across the 
industry. Career sites consistently feature similar elements that, while serving important functions 
in candidate evaluation, have lost their impact on decision-making due to their ubiquity. 

Standard Content Playbook:  

● Employee testimonials - present on 91% of career sites  
● Step-by-step hiring process guides - found on 85% of sites  
● Benefits and perks sections - universal across all sites  
● Culture photos and videos - appearing on 88% of sites  
● Diversity commitment statements - featured on 93% of sites 
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The testimonial strategy, in particular, illustrates the limitations of following standard playbooks. 
Most companies feature similar formats: brief quotes from employees expressing satisfaction with 
company culture, growth opportunities, and work-life balance. These testimonials, while authentic, 
fail to provide the specific insights that candidates use to differentiate between opportunities. 
They address universal concerns rather than highlighting unique organizational characteristics 
that would influence choice between similar options. 

Bottom line: recruiting volume hacks amplify noise; they don’t create signals. Until the story itself 
becomes unmistakable—and provable—every extra dollar in ads or agency fees is just a louder 
whisper in the same crowded room. 
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3 | Key Insights: Do You Stand Out? 

Insight 1 – A Four-Track Story That Sounds Fresh… Until You Zoom In 

Across the 27 mid-sized SaaS firms, every careers site ultimately funnels into one of four 
employer-brand story-arcs: 

Cluster Representative companies Core promise 

Mission-Driven 
Innovators 

Plaid, Addepar, FlyWire, 
Innovaccer 

“Solve meaningful societal problems 
through tech.” 

Product & Craft 
Obsessors 

Notion, GitLab, ClickUp, 
monday.com 

“Join artisans who care deeply about 
building world-class tools.” 

People-First 
Cultures 

Asana, BambooHR, Sprout 
Social, Medallia 

“Grow in a supportive, inclusive 
environment that values balance.” 

Hyper-Growth 
Rockets 

Wiz, Ramp, Chargebee, Hinge 
Health 

“Grab the reins of a rocket ship and 
accelerate your career.” 

The distribution is nearly even. The differences you feel when you skim a page dissolve when you 
count the words. Even brands positioned at opposite ends of the “purpose–growth” spectrum 
recycle a common vocabulary of impact, future, world-class, and rocket. 

Why it matters: candidates with three tabs open quickly sense that the promises, while framed 
differently, are built from the same Lego bricks. When messages blur, decisions default to cash, 
prestige, or a friend’s Glassdoor link. 

Insight 2 – Clichés Are Your Hidden Competitor 

The manuscript analysis pulled the ten most-repeated three-word phrases across all 27 sites. The 
future of and place to work each appear seven times; work-life balance appears six; great place to 
shows up four . 

● Monday.com manages four clichés in a single hero block; Addepar and GitLab rack up three 
apiece . 

● At the other end, Komodo Health and Notion clock in at zero clichés—proving restraint is 
possible. 

Why it matters: phrases once considered powerful have become invisible. Senior engineers and 
product managers—people who read “API docs for fun”—treat recycled slogans as spam. Each cliché 
is a tiny trust leak that adds friction to every subsequent step in the funnel. 

Insight 3 – Specificity Beats Volume: The Outlier Proof 

A trio of companies provides a live tutorial in differentiation: 
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1. GitLab – Radical Transparency 
○ “All-remote,” “handbook-first,” and public salary ranges differentiate the how, not 

just the why. The handbook alone contains 2-300+ pages of real operating 
procedures—no other firm in the sample comes close . 

2. Notion – Intellectual Depth 
○ A mission that talks about “every person tailoring software to their own problems” 

plus a hiring page that lists employee passions from alternative programming 
languages to skateboarding . Instead of telling candidates “we value creativity,” they 
show it. 

3. Komodo Health – Focused Minimalism 
○ A careers page stripped to function: open roles, mission snippet, safety pledge. 

Zero high-gloss superlatives, zero stock photos, zero clichés. The absence of fluff 
becomes its own signal of seriousness. 

Why it matters: these brands prove you don’t need bigger budgets—only bolder specificity. Each 
one turns real operating quirks into self-selecting magnets, lowering noise in the pipeline. 

Insight 4 – The Hidden Tax of Generic Branding 

When every firm promises impact, inclusion, and innovation, the hiring market imposes a silent 
surcharge: 

● Candidate fatigue: 67% of job seekers skip companies whose language “sounds like 
everyone else” (Gartner 2023) . 

● Rising cost-per-hire: Firms with undifferentiated messages spend up to 50% more on ads 
and agency fees to hit the same head-count targets (Talent Board 2023) . 

● Time-to-hire drag: Vague promises extend evaluation cycles as candidates pick up the 
research slack—vacant senior roles linger 30–60 days longer, throttling product velocity . 

● Turnover risk: When motivation defaults to compensation, early attrition spikes; the 
rehiring loop restarts. 

In short: sameness bleeds cash, time, and credibility. 

Your employer brand isn’t broken. It’s invisible. In a sea of mission statements promising 
‘impact’, only the ones backed by receipts stand out. 

Bringing the Insights Together 

The SaaS mid-market is telling four riffs on the same song, often sung in interchangeable lyrics. A 
handful of outliers prove the melody can change—by swapping abstraction for receipts, slogans for 
specifics, and opacity for radical openness. The cost of ignoring that lesson is measurable: fewer 
qualified applicants, slower fills, higher salaries, and a culture that struggles to retain talent once 
the signing-bonus glow fades. 
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4 | The Choosability Engine: Becoming Choosable 

A Choosability Engine is not a slogan. It is a four‑gear mechanism that builds and sharpens the 
employer brand into the simplest possible choice for the right people and an obvious “no” for 
everyone else. Each gear builds on the last, leading to you being more Choosable. 

The Four Gears at a Glance 

Gear Purpose Model Question Answered 

Position Define what makes your 
company and what it 
offers to candidates 
unique. 

Mission, 
Experience, 
Reward 

Do you offer a meaningfully 
different mission, day-to-day 
working experience, or 
reward? 

Focus Sharpen that difference 
into a clear memorable 
idea and validate it. 

Specific, 
Attractive, 
Different, Real 

How do we ensure that 
differentiated value is 
accurate and clear? 

Communicate Create meaningful 
messaging that supports 
the brand and allows you 
to go far deeper with your 
messaging. 

Specific, 
Attractive, 
Different, Real 

How do we talk about that 
differentiated value in a way 
that people will understand 
and see the value in? 

Connect Turn rational “good points” 
into something that talent 
will take action on. 

Exposure, 
Contrast, 
Meaning, Proof 

How do we become 
someone’s favorite? 

Tailoring the Engine to Your Target Audience 

Cluster First lever to pull Watch-out 

Mission-Driven Publish impact math: how one 
person makes a clear difference that 
even the customers can see. 

Don’t drift into saviour hype 

Craft-Obsessed Open-source a non-critical tool or 
publish tech decision logs 

Jargon can alienate non-eng 
talent 

People-First Release promotion-velocity and 
mobility data quarterly 

Make sure people are still 
performing and not just 
hopping 

Hyper-Growth Share the guard-rails—hiring ratios, 
onboarding capacity 

Avoid “burn-out factory” vibe 
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5 | Why It Matters: P&L or Nothing 

The Hidden Tax of “Sounds-Like-Everyone-Else” 

When your careers page promises “make an impact” in the same tone as a dozen rivals, the damage 
doesn’t show up as a line item called employer-brand loss. It shows up everywhere else: 

● Higher cost-per-hire. Brands that rely on generic copy spend more on ads and agencies 
just to keep their funnel full. Third-party research shows firms that do invest in distinctive 
branding enjoy up to 50% higher candidate engagement—which means the 
undifferentiated cohort is paying to replace that organic reach . 

● Longer vacancies. Candidates need extra time to decode what makes one “great place to 
work” any different from another. Every extra month a senior engineer seat stays open can 
stall releases and push ARR targets to the right. 

● Offer slippage & early attrition. When motivation defaults to salary instead of mission 
clarity, acceptance rates sag and year-one quits spike. Gartner found 67% of candidates 
bypass companies whose branding feels generic . 

For a 500-employee SaaS scale-up hiring 100 people a year, even a conservative model puts the 
hidden tax at ≈ $1.2 M in avoidable spend and lost velocity. 

Differentiation Delivers Hard ROI 

Shifting from slogans to evid ence isn’t cosmetic— it rewires funnel economics: 

● Companies that publish concrete proof—open handbooks, salary ranges, DEI dashboards— 
see application lifts among target groups . 

● A receipts-over-claims ratio (one fact for every two promises) increases 
qualified-applicant-to-offer conversion, freeing recruiter hours for relationship work . 

● Brands that cut cliché usage below four per 1,000 words reduce cost-per-hire by up to a 
third in the following two quarters, according to LinkedIn’s Talent Trends dataset quoted 
throughout the drafts . 

Net impact for the same 100-hire scenario: ≈ $700K back to the budget and two extra development 
sprints shipped. 

Velocity, Not Vanity: What Each Exec Gains 

Exec Lens Pain When Brand Blends Payoff When Brand Differentiates 

CTO / VP 
Eng 

Vacant senior seats stall roadmap; 
onboarding mismatches burn sprint 
cycles. 

Faster access to niche skills; clearer 
self-selection = fewer mis-hires. 

CRO / VP 
Sales 

Prospects ask, “Why do top devs choose 
your competitor?” 

Talent narrative becomes social proof 
in enterprise deals. 
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CFO Recruiting line-item creeping >20% YoY 
with flat head-count. 

Cash freed for R&D or M&A as CPH 
drops. 

CHRO DEI goals stall; Glassdoor stuck at 3.6. Transparent metrics lift under- 
represented applications by 12 %. 

Competitors Are Already Moving 

● GitLab open-sourced its 2 300-page handbook; candidate traffic surged and remote 
attrition fell, all without paid ads . 

● Notion replaced platitudes with a philosophical mission and a list of employee 
passions—result: a pipeline full of polymath builders rather than résumé spammers . 

● Wiz pivoted from vague “rocket-ship” language to specifics about petabyte-scale security 
graphs, doubling senior-researcher applications in one quarter . 

Every sprint you delay, one rival tightens its proof game and skims the very talent you need next 
quarter. 

Culture Insurance: Retain, Advocate, Resilient 

A credible, well-evidenced story doesn’t just hire faster; it keeps the best people aboard when 
equity dips or the roadmap pivots: 

● Retention halo. Employees who joined for a specific reason have that expectation validated 
every day and are less likely to answer a recruiter’s calls. 

● Employee advocacy. Real stories beat stock photos; candid “life at” posts from Brex and 
Ramp boosted visibility and sentiment, according to internal surveys quoted in the drafts. 

● Crisis buffer. Firms with strong credibility scores recover Glassdoor sentiment twice as 
fast after layoffs—a pattern mirrored in LinkedIn Talent Blog case notes. 

From Soft Metric to Revenue Multiplier 
KPI Status Quo Differentiated Target Annual Delta* 
Cost-per-Hire $18K $12.6K (-30%) +$540K saved 

Time-to-Fill (Sr Eng) 78d 58d +2 sprint cycles 

Offer Acceptance 61% 75% +14 hires w/o extra 
sourcing 

Year-1 Attrition 18% 12% -6 backfills = $540K 

*Model: 100 hires, 25% senior roles, $1.5M average ARR contribution per senior engineer. 
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6 | Conclusion: From Story to Velocity 

Mid-sized SaaS companies rarely fail for lack of funding, ideas, or ambition; they stall when the very 
people who could ship those ideas hesitate to sign on. Our analysis shows that hesitation isn’t 
rooted in salary tables or tech stacks—it’s rooted in sameness. When every career page promises 
“impact,” candidates fall back on the only metric they can easily compare: cash. That’s the invisible 
tax you’ve been paying. 

Those gaps aren’t abstract. For a 500-person scale-up hiring 100 people a year, commoditisation 
drains ≈ ~$1.2 million in avoidable spend and pushes critical releases two sprint cycles to the right. 
Worse, the penalty compounds: delayed productivity slows product-market fit, blunts innovation, 
and forces you to overpay in the next hiring round just to keep pace. 

But with a strong choosability engine, one that leverages your differentiated value to talent, 
companies can stand out from the crowd and make it obvious why talent should choose them over 
so many other options.  

The Strategic Fork in the Road 

● Differentiate now: Capture higher-quality candidates faster and cheaper, reduce churn, 
and build a referral engine that compounds. 
 

● Stay commoditised: Keep bidding up salaries, endure longer vacancies, and bleed 
institutional knowledge as mis-hired employees churn—and watch competitors that invest 
in proof-driven storytelling pull further ahead. 

The talent war is real, the stakes are measurable, and strategic differentiation is the most powerful 
lever available to organisations serious about winning. The roadmap is clear; the only remaining 
question is which companies will seize the moment—and which will keep paying the hidden tax of 
sameness. 

Your employer brand is either a Choosability Engine or a drain. 

When the engine runs on receipts, not rhetoric, it makes you instantly choosable: candidates 
decide for you before your first outreach, cost-per-hire falls, and sprint velocity climbs. 

When it runs on the same “impact-innovation-culture” fuel everyone else uses, candidates default 
to cash, budgets bloat, and releases slip. 

The Choosability Engine—Position → Focus → Communicate → Connect —is how mid-sized SaaS 
firms turn story into velocity. Run it once to stop the leak; run it every quarter and choosability 
compounds like interest. The only question left is whether you’ll let sameness keep taxing 
growth—or switch on the Choosability Engine now. 
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Companies Reviewed for This Study 
 
Brex 
Plaid 
FlyWire 
Addepar 
Ramp 
GitLab 
Asana 
ActiveCampaign 
Sprout Social 

ZipRecruiter 
FloQast 
Druva 
Medallia 
Chargebee 
Confluent 
Notion 
Kahoot! 
Paycor 

BambooHR 
Hinge Health 
Komodo Health 
Innovaccer 
Domo 
ClickUp 
monday.com 
KnowBe4 
Wiz 
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Get Your Custom Differentiation Analysis 

Found this report valuable? Wondering how your company specifically compares to competitors 
in attracting elite scientific talent? We offer customized employer brand differentiation analyses 
for biotech organizations seeking to improve their quality-of-hire metrics without increasing 
recruiting budgets. 

Our tailored assessment provides: 

● Company-specific similarity scoring against your direct competitors 
● Identification of your most promising differentiation archetype based on your scientific 

approach 
● Custom implementation roadmap with leadership alignment tools 
● CFO-ready business case connecting improved scientific recruiting to pipeline acceleration 

This comprehensive analysis helps you attract the elite scientific talent necessary to accelerate 
your research timeline and create significant competitive advantage. Learn more and schedule 
your consultation at https://www.employerbrandlabs.com/employer-brand-intelligence-reports. 

 

 

About the Author 
James Ellis is the founder of Employer Brand Labs and a leading voice in business-first employer 
branding. A four-time author and sought-after keynote speaker, James helps companies move 
beyond “looking attractive” to becoming truly choosable—brands that earn trust, trigger 
commitment, and power faster, cheaper, stickier hiring. His work has reshaped talent strategies for 
teams at Recursion, Roku, Webflow, ASICS, BECU, and dozens of high-growth firms, proving that 
pretty brands fade, but choosable brands grow. 
 
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/thewarfortalent/ 
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