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Abstract   
 

While friendship at the workplace is often idealized, both in the literature as well as in practice, this 

thesis problematizes the uncritical endorsement of the phenomenon by drawing attention to another 

(possibly darker) side of workplace friendship. Drawing empirically on an organizational context in 

which friendship has become part of the milieu (cultures of fun and freedom), I take a situational 

understanding and look into the ways members themselves make sense of the relationship, and with 

what implications. This study shows that members generally understand workplace friendship as a 

relationship that is developed through non-work experiences and, in this manner, built upon the 

‘whole’ self. The empirical insights show that the presentation of the ‘whole’ self at the workforce may 

come with (unintended) implications of conflicting roles, social exclusion, heightened self-

consciousness, pressure, and insecurities. Theoretically, I discuss these findings along Foucault’s notion 

of biopower. Through this lens of power, we can understand that this ‘other side’ of friendship may 

have deeper implications than is currently acknowledged. To draw attention to these implications, I 

propose and conceptually develop the concept performative friendship. 

 

Key words: workplace friendship, cultures of fun and freedom, authenticity, biopower, critical 

sensemaking  
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1. Introduction: When friendship becomes a must  

I was twenty-one years old when I embarked on my first ‘real’ job. I started working as a recruitment 

consultant at a small agency, and I felt quite confident that, with the skills I had developed during my 

studies, I would do well. What I did not expect, however, was that I was not only expected to perform 

well in my job, but also in the organization’s social context of fun and friendship. While a workplace 

where friendship is valued might sound ideal, I could not help but feel alone and conflicted…  

 

Workplace friendship is most often positively endorsed. Especially in current times, which are 

increasingly marked by individualism and uncertainties (Bauman, 2000), friendship is seen as the ‘social 

glue’ that provides a sense of comfort and security (Pahl, 2000). Many underscore its positive notion 

and explain that those, who have friends at work, are not only happier and healthier, but also more 

likely to produce high quality of work and be engaged in their profession (e.g., Berman et al., 2002; 

Rath & Harter, 2010). Unsurprisingly, many practitioners, as well as scholars, have ‘promoted’ the idea 

of pursuing friendships at work.  

‘’How to make friends at work’’ (Seaman, 2022), ‘’Why It’s Good to Have a BFF at Work’’ 

(Kaado, 2022) and ‘’Why work friendships are critical for long-term happiness’’ (Schawbel, 2018) are, 

consequently, article titles you are likely to encounter when visiting online (business) platforms. Not 

many of these articles, however, look behind the idealized portrayal of workplace friendship. Also 

scholars have often treated the relationship as a ‘pure’ phenomenon that happens to always be 

mutually beneficial to both employer and employee (for an exception see Costas, 2012; Grey & Sturdy, 

2007; Rumens, 2016).  

Rather than subscribing to this idealization, I will in this thesis explore the other (possibly 

darker) side of workplace friendship. To put it differently, I suggest that we should understand that 

friendship, next to its benefits, might also come with (unintended) implications.  

To show this ‘other side’, I will follow friendship scholars like Allan (1989) and Sias and Cahill 

(1998) who explain that we can only truly understand the meaning of friendship if we recognize the 

context that informs this relationship. For this reason, I take a situational understanding and zoom in 

on a context where being friends with co-workers is imperative, namely: cultures of fun and freedom.  

 

1.1. Context: cultures of fun and freedom  

Cultures of fun are based on the idea that organizations should break with conventional ideas of 

separating play from work and, instead, craft an environment of fun (Fleming, 2005). This attempt to 

create ‘fun’ in the workplace has been a critical feature of culture management (e.g., Kunda, 1992). 

Deal and Kennedy (1999), for example, suggested that the higher the ‘fun quotient’ is, the more willing 
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members are to fully commit themselves and pour their hearts and souls into the work they do (as 

cited in Fleming, 2005). To increase this ‘fun quotient’ typical nonwork experiences, like lifestyle, 

relaxation, and recreation, are actively evoked in the workplace.   

An illustrative example of this idea is Google’s popular working environment. Not only does 

this organization provide slides, game stations, swimming pools and gyms, they even have in-house 

nap pods (Forbes, 2019). By focusing on these particulars, Google purposively blurs the distinction 

between home and work. In the same fashion, but perhaps rather unexpected, is the fun character of 

many professional service firms. To illustrate, KPMG, a top international accountancy and consultancy 

firm, strongly stimulates a ‘work hard, play hard’ culture (De Groot, 2020). In addition to hard work, 

these firms strongly believe in the value of celebrating success and bringing colleagues together in 

private spheres.   

Members could, however, distance themselves from this idea of ‘organized’ fun. Different 

critical management studies (e.g., Fleming, 2005; Warren & Fineman, 2006) illustrate how 

management had often underestimated the ways this ‘manufactured’ fun undermined members’ 

feelings of dignity. Warren and Fineman’s (2006) study, for example, showed how a group of 

professionals – who took much pride in their work and expertise – felt deeply humiliated in their new 

‘fun’ office. The brightly coloured playrooms that were supposed to let their ‘creative juices flowing’ 

were, in fact, experienced by these professionals as embarrassing and insulting. With this in mind, it is 

not surprising that Fleming (2005) argues that members most authentically identify with fun that they 

create themselves.  

Different organizations, therefore, add another dimension to cultures of fun by inviting ‘liberty’ 

and ‘authenticity’ into the workplace. Rather than ‘managing’ fun experiences, the idea here is to let 

members be their free selves, and, in this way, experience and organize their own organic fun (Bolton 

& Houlihan, 2009). Rather than ‘manufacturing’ non-work experiences, this ‘liberated fun’ is then 

about expressing and being yourself (Fleming, 2014). Within this culture of fun and freedom (as I will 

refer to them), friendship is often seen as a relationship that embodies the idea of freedom, 

spontaneity, and openness (Costas, 2012), and is, in this way, strongly ‘promoted’. But if friendship – 

a supposedly informal, private, and voluntary relationship (Pillemer & Rothbard, 2018) – becomes part 

of the organization’s ‘ways of doing’, what does this mean to, and for, members’ sense of friendship?  

 

1.2. Study: questions worth answering   

Taking a situational understanding and looking at the variety of different perspectives on workplace 

friendship, I will follow different scholars (e.g., Grey & Sturdy, 2007; Rumens, 2016) who argue that it 

is time for a fresh look at the notion of friendship at work, and grasp what it really means to, and for, 

its members.  
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The objective of this thesis is thus to understand members’ own meaning making and, for this 

reason, I look through the lens of sensemaking. Sensemaking, at its most fundamental level, is then 

about understanding how individuals attach (different) meanings to the experience of friendship (Mills 

et al., 2010). In this way, I explore how members make sense of workplace friendship, and in light of 

these considerations, I answer the first research sub-question, namely:  

 

If being friends with co-workers is part of the organizational culture, how do its members make sense 

of workplace friendship? 

 

This question, employing a sensemaking perspective, is explorative and rather than referring to 

(idealized) abstractions of friendship, I use it to tell the members’ stories.   

Moreover, by zooming in on these stories, I will shine light on the implications as derived from 

members’ sensemaking. To be specific, the way members make sense of this relationship will also show 

in what way these relationships affect their (work) life.   

Showing these implications, I will also take an interest in the organization’s role, and thus, the 

underlying control mechanisms. In this manner, I build on critical scholars who have shown that, while 

fun and freedom may give us the idea that they benefit and serve all, they in a way distract us from 

the power interests at play (e.g., Fleming & Sturdy, 2009). As a matter of fact, it is through inviting 

members to ‘loosen’ up and be their ‘authentic’ fun selves that organizations enclose ‘business value’ 

(Fleming & Sturdy, 2009). To illustrate, demanding the ‘real person’, who is true, genuine, and intuitive 

is of much more value to, for example, customer contact than a work persona that is ‘scripted’ 

(Cederström & Fleming, 2012). 

Although the expression of the ‘authentic’ self might be beneficial to both employer and 

employee, critical scholars warn us that this mechanism, often referred to as neo-normative control 

(Fleming & Sturdy, 2009), has a darker and more exploitative side (e.g., Fleming, 2014; Picard & Islam, 

2019). Picard and Islam (2019), for example, show the ‘dark side’ of liberating leadership by illustrating 

members’ ‘’intensive psychosocial attachment’’ which had often led to personal exhaustion and 

breakdowns (p. 393).  

While it is not within the scope of this thesis to argue that inviting and capturing more of the 

‘authentic’ self happens in a calculated and/or exploitative manner, I do find it important to illuminate 

the context in which workplace friendship is formed, how these relationships are positioned within 

this control dynamic, and with what implications.  

To address the implications for organizational members (work) life, as well as the underlying 

power dynamics at play, I, in addition to my explorative sensemaking ambition, bring critical voice to 
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the idea of workplace friendship as always mutually beneficial. Therefore, I will address a second 

research sub-question, namely:  

 

Using a critical perspective, how can we understand the (power) implications deriving from workplace 

friendship? 

 

In line with my interest in lived experiences, implications, and underlying control dynamics, I will 

address the following main research question: 

 

If being friends with co-workers is part of the dominant organizational culture and discourse, how do 

its members make sense of, and enact, workplace friendship, and with what (power) implications? 

 

1.3. Case study: organizing fun and friendship  

To answer this question, this thesis is empirically based on a three-month ethnographic study of a fast-

growing Dutch organization that strongly ‘promotes’ workplace fun, freedom, and friendship. As I 

became a member of this ‘work hard, play hard’ organization myself, I answer the research question 

from the inside out and, in that manner, provide a nuanced situational understanding.  

In addition to observations of the everyday enactments of workplace friendship, twelve in-

depth interviews and two additional group interviews will give insights into a multiplicity of different 

interpretations of friendship. These interpretations illuminate the implications of friendship at work, 

which are often in contrast to the unison celebration of workplace friendship found in the 

organization’s dominant discourses.  

This case study then offers an important illustration of the way workplace friendship, in a 

culture of fun and freedom, ‘authentically’ blurs the boundaries between work and private spheres. 

Members are in this environment, then, invited to be themselves through the notion of fun and 

freedom, but, most importantly, through ‘promoting’ a relationship that encourages them to be, and 

share, all of themselves. Zooming in on the lived experiences of these organizational members, I will 

demonstrate the possible implications of this invitation.    

 

1.4. Relevance: why studying workplace friendship matters  

With this thesis I challenge overly positive promises of cultures of fun and freedom and, in this way, 

contribute to the much-needed critical evaluation of workplace friendship (following scholars like 

Costas, 2012; Grey & Sturdy, 2007; Rumens, 2016). By doing so, I do not want to undermine the value 
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of friendship at work, nor do I want to claim that all these experiences come with implications. I do 

argue, however, that it is important to highlight its other (potentially darker) side.  

I show this ‘other side’ by providing a contextual understanding of the meanings and 

implications of workplace friendship. To provide this understanding, I bring together stories from the 

empirical field as well as sociological insights on friendship (e.g., Allan, 1989; Bell & Coleman, 1999; 

Rumens, 2016; Sias & Cahill, 1998) and studies on cultures of fun and freedom (e.g., Fleming, 2005; 

Fleming & Sturdy; 2009; Warren & Fineman, 2006).  

Important to note is that I understand that these cultures – known for ‘promoting’ workplace 

friendship – are informed by broader societal developments. To be specific, I follow Fleming (2014) in 

his understanding that cultures of fun and freedom are ‘mediators’ of broader (re)productions of 

biopower. This mechanism of biopower – as developed by Foucault and inextricably linked to our neo-

liberal society – illustrates how contemporary ways of organizing are often based on the conviction 

that individuals are the embodiments of capital (Fleming, 2014; Foucault, 2008; Munro, 2012). In this 

way, power works through the body and focuses on investing, knowing, controlling and, eventually, 

harnessing ‘life itself’. Looking through this lens we can understand that, as our life has become of 

value, how we behave, look, and develop, in this case, friendship, become representative of our 

‘worth’ (Fleming, 2014; Foucault, 2008). 

I therefore assert that biopower (macro-level) serves as an important lens through which we 

should understand the mechanism of cultures of fun and freedom (meso-level) that inform 

developments of workplace friendship (micro-level). A closer look at Foucault’s work on biopower is, 

thus, vital for understanding the meaning and (deeper) implications of workplace friendship.  

In this manner, I will focus on theorizing friendship through the lens of biopower. To be specific, 

I will show that with an understanding of biopower, we can explain friendship as something 

performative: a relationship that is not ‘neutral’ and comes with implications. By interpreting my 

findings through this lens, I will, in the discussion of this study, propose and conceptually develop the 

term performative friendship2.   

In this way, broadening the applicability of biopower beyond mere discourses of precarity and 

entrepreneurship (following and complementing Fleming, 2022), I conceptualize friendship differently, 

namely as performative. This theorization contributes to a better understanding of (workplace) 

friendship as a social practice that comes with more implications than is currently acknowledged.  

This new framework for problematizing workplace friendship, which has (to my knowledge) 

not emerged from other academic work before, allows us to think differently about workplace 

 
2 While this term has been used before in non-academic settings - often to refer to someone that celebrates a friendship – 
mostly online – but ends up making it all about themselves (Heritage, 2018) – I propose and conceptually develop the concept 
in light of scholarly debates around (workplace) friendship, fun and power.  
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friendship. In fact, this problematization could serve as a disruption of reproducing (Sandberg & 

Alvesson, 2011) its idealization.  

This study’s theoretical insights, raising new critical questions, may be valuable to other 

scholars interested in the social implications of workplace fun and friendship, and/or (unintended 

effects of) emerging forms of organizational power. But also practically, a broader understanding of 

workplace friendship allows ‘practitioners’, ‘promotors’, or even ‘prescribers’, to challenge their 

commonly held beliefs on something that seems so admirable and benign: co-workers becoming 

friends.   

 

1.5. Thesis structure: zooming in and zooming out 

With this thesis I thus explore the other side of workplace friendship and, in this way, problematize 

the dominant idealization of the relationship. To do so, I will tell stories from a field where friendship 

is strongly ‘promoted’. I will then discuss these stories through a framework of literature, and, in 

particular, through the lens of biopower. Employing a critical sensemaking perspective (Mills et al., 

2010), I will in this way connect local level sensemaking to wider societal developments.   

 Using this perspective and, thus, moving between local and societal levels, the structure of the 

thesis will work as following. First, I introduce the literature and theoretical concepts that will serve as 

a framework and, at the same time, provide a ‘wide-angle shot’ of the social context of interest. 

Second, the research design and fit between different methodologies will be explained. Third, the 

empirical findings are presented which provide a ‘close-up’ of the field. Fourth, I bring the close-ups 

and wide-angle shots together (Ybema et al., 2009) when analysing the findings through the lens of 

biopower. This section will then be followed by suggestions for further research on concluding 

remarks. 
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2. Literature review: Friendship, fun, and underlying dynamics of power   

In this chapter I present a critical discussion of the debates around (workplace) friendship and cultures 

of fun and freedom. I will position my study within these debates, and shine light on the power 

implications which come with these workplace developments. Specifically, Foucault’s ideas on 

biopower, with which I conclude this chapter, will help us understand the (change in) control 

mechanisms underlying, and informing, notions of fun, friendship, and freedom. Bringing the 

phenomena and concepts together, I will develop a framework (figure 1) and identify the field to which 

I will add a theoretical contribution.   

 

2.1. Friendship   

It has been noted that traditional societies, defined by strong relationships, have been replaced by 

more individualistic and competitive environments (Bauman, 2000, foreword). Consequently, as Pahl 

(2000) explains, friendship has become an important social glue that holds society together. Bell and 

Coleman (1999) explain this means that individuals put much moral weight on the relationship. In times 

of need, we hope to get emotional support, advice, and (material) assistance from our friends. Doyle 

and Smith (2002), drawing on Pahl (2000), illustrate that our changing society not only affects our 

friendship responsibilities, but also its meaning. So, what does it actually mean to ‘be friends’?  

The term ‘friendship’ is often used (Fischer, 1982). At the same time, the term is ambiguous 

and applied by individuals in very different and unsystematic ways (Allan, 1989). Paine (1999) 

illustrates the ambiguous interpretation of friendship in the following way:  

 

“Words such as ‘treachery’ and ‘traitor’ – or ‘stranger’ or ‘intimate’ or ‘hero’ – all indicate a relational 

and highly contextual state of affairs: a friend, my friend, may be a hero to me while a traitor to you.’’ 

(Paine, 1999, p. 44). 

 

Despite this observation, scholars often use the term ‘friendship’ in taken-for-granted ways as if the 

concept is self-explanatory. This leads us to believe that friendship is a universally understood 

characteristic of life (Grey & Sturdy, 2007). While in fact, as Allan (1989) explains, there is no socially 

accepted standard for what makes someone a friend.  

As a result, the concept of friendship has proven to be difficult to define in a unified way. While, 

Bell and Coleman (1999, see also Parekh, 1994) explain that “friendship becomes a special relationship 

between two equal individuals involved in a uniquely constituted dyad’’ (p. 8), Bellah et al. (1996), draw 

upon Aristotle when suggesting that the relationship has three characteristics: “Friends must enjoy 

each other’s company, they must be useful to one another, and they must share a common 
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commitment to the good.’’ (p. 115, as cited in Doyle & Smith, 2002, para. 2). Other scholars, like Sias 

and Cahill (1998), explain that friendship is mainly characterized by the fact that it is a chosen 

relationship, rather than a predetermined one.  

Doyle and Smith (2002), analysing several of these friendship studies (e.g., Allan, 1996; Bell & 

Coleman, 1999; Blum, 1980; Duck, 1983; Pahl, 2000) demonstrate that, despite these numerous ideas 

and definitions, we still have a slim understanding of what it exactly means to be friends. Carrier (1999) 

explains that if truly we want to understand what such relationship means, we should consider 

friendship as part of a greater set of cultural and social practices.  

Bell and Coleman’s (1999) book ‘The anthropology of friendship’ shows that friendship, indeed, 

significantly differs between cultures, subcultures, and, even, individuals. Likewise, Adams and Plaut’s 

(2003) cross-national study shows how friendship is never a universal fact and “takes different forms 

in different cultural worlds.’’ (p. 333). These authors observed how, for example, Ghanaian participants 

were significantly more likely than American participants to advocate caution toward friends, reflecting 

the relational interdependence of the West African world.   

In this way, I follow scholars like Allan (1989) who state that there are always cultural scripts 

available for the ways friendship develops. So, rather than defining these relationships as ‘pure’ and 

unimpeded from the outside, I recognize that these relationships develop because of participation in 

certain contexts. Although I take the multiple definitions of friendship into account, I specifically follow 

Grey and Sturdy (2007) in their understanding that we should not study friendship as ‘pure’ 

phenomenon or a hypothetical ideal, but, rather, as a ‘folk concept’ or a concept in use. As these 

authors put it, it takes more than sterile debates around definitions to truly uncover friendship what 

friendship means. Particularly for this reason I will now turn to the context of interest: the workplace.  

 

2.2. Workplace friendship   

Although friendship can be found in a variety of places (Sias & Gallagher, 2009), most scholars focus 

on friendship in non-work contexts. This is not surprising as this type of relationship is mostly 

associated with the private spheres of life. In fact, as Allan (1989) explains, friendship is often referred 

to as an ‘extra’, something that “adds a little flavour to social life’’ (p. 1). Scholars like Grey and Sturdy 

(2007) and Rumens (2016), however, argue this leaves us with unanswered questions about 

friendships that develop in the workplace. In this way ‘workplace friendship’ is often reduced to 

generic notions such as ‘informal relations’ (Grey & Sturdy, 2007). 

Like the concept of friendship, there is not one way to define the idea of workplace friendship. 

On the one hand, Sias and Gallagher (2009) explain that workplace friendships are distinct from work 

relations in that they are voluntary (not imposed) and involve the whole person (not rarely the 

occupant of a job). Pillemer and Rothbard (2018), on the other hand, explain friendship at work as “a 



 14 

nonromantic, voluntary, and informal relationship between current coworkers that is characterized by 

communal norms and socioemotional goals.” (p. 637). Sias and Cahill (1998) argue, however, that 

friendship does not develop through a series of identifiable characteristics or events, but rather 

through gradual development. These authors, therefore, try to comprehend the complex notion of 

workplace friendship through factors such as: context, communication, and individual factors.  

Although all these definitions, and notions of friendship, may be valid and important, Rumens 

(2016) explains that there is not one essential truth to this type of human interaction as it is rather 

about doing workplace friendship. Workplace friendship is more than just an indication that another 

co-worker is a friend, it is a set of enacted practices that (re)produce friendship experiences (Rumens, 

2016). Likewise, Bell and Coleman (1999) explain that friendship is a relationship that is continuously 

worked upon, and, in effect, what brings friends together may not be what keeps them together.  

Also, Sias and Cahill (1998) recognize that, although they identified certain levels of friendship 

and corresponding characteristics, friendship is socially constructed and, therefore, always 

contextually contingent. In fact, their study shows that individual characteristics only influenced the 

early stages of participants’ friendships, and the contextual factors (e.g., professional experiences, 

work-related problems, or extra-organizational socializing) played a particular influential part in the 

further development of the relationship. In other words, an organization does not serve as a container 

for friendship, but also plays an important role in its development (Sias & Cahill, 1998).   

This also means that authors like Pahl (2000) are criticized for their idealized definitions of 

friendship, and the neglection of the influence of social contexts, like the workplace (Pettinger, 2005). 

To illustrate, while Pahl (2000) assumes that public and private are distinct, and work is separated from 

family and friendship, others argue that the relationship operates within its context (e.g., Allan, 1989; 

Carrier, 1999; Grey & Sturdy, 2007; Sias & Cahill, 1998). 

In line with an overall positive framing of friendship, most scholars (e.g., Berman et al., 2002; 

Rath, 2006; Rath & Harter, 2010) have focused on the organizational benefits of workplace friendship. 

This is, given the well-demonstrated advantages, not surprising. De Prins and Segers (2015), who draw 

on Gallup’s (2013) study, explain that close workplace friendships increases members’ job satisfaction 

by fifty percent. Pettinger (2005), who studies friendships and sociability in retail shops, demonstrates 

that participants expressed that these informal relationships made their work life easier, and were, 

therefore, essential to them. Similarly, the study by Tews et al. (2014) shows how workplace friendship 

is an important source of intimacy and support, and, in effect, positively influences employee 

retention. Likewise, Berman et al. (2002) describe how friendships at work boost the amount of 

support and resources available to employees, allowing them to do their tasks more efficiently.  

While friendship is indeed characterized by this (social) utility (e.g., Allan, 1989), Rumens 

(2016) suggests that most research on workplace friendship is solely focused on improving 
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organizational outcomes. Consequently, the author argues, actual lived experiences are often 

concealed. Grey and Sturdy (2007) find it striking that many of these friendship notions are still based 

on the functionalist assumptions of the Hawthorn Studies. Building on these studies - the classic 

observation that organizational processes cannot be understood without considering the informal 

organization (e.g., Handel, 2003, Introduction Part III) - it has been critiqued that workplace friendship 

is used as an organizational recourse (Grey & Sturdy, 2007). Studies like Grey and Sturdy (2007) and 

Rumens (2016) explain that these simplistic views solely focus on work relations as instrumental 

measures and, in turn, leave the interpretations, experiences, and implications, of workplace 

friendship untouched. 

One implication could be that friendship blurs the boundaries between work and home as it 

includes an increase in extra organizational socializing (Costas, 2012; De Prins & Segers, 2015; Sias & 

Cahill, 1998). The consequence, according to De Prins and Segers (2015), is that ‘work’ is no longer 

restricted to the workplace, but becomes part of members’ private life. In result, it is unclear when 

working hours stop and start, and this could create tricky, perhaps even harmful, situations. Other 

implications may, for example, be that members stay in unhealthy work environments due to their 

strong friendship bonds (Sias & Cahill, 1998) or experience the effects of nepotism (de Prins & Segers, 

2015).  

In light of these implications, I will zoom in on a context where workplace friendship is strongly 

‘promoted’, and sometimes even prescribed, namely: cultures of fun.  

 

2.3. Cultures of fun   

It is important to understand the context of ‘cultures of fun’ (Fleming, 2005) in light of culture 

management. This culture management represents a break from Fordist modes of organizing and the 

strict division between work and play (Fleming, 2013). Inspired by Japanese modes of culture 

management, and their growing success in the 1970s and 1980s, American businesses started to mimic 

Japan’s focus on greater employee commitment through strong organizational cultures (Handel, 2003, 

introduction part X). This culture approach was then popularized by books such as Peters and 

Waterman’s (1982) ‘Search of Excellence’ and Deal and Kennedy’s (1982) ‘Corporate Cultures’.  

Kunda’s (1992) influential ethnographic study of a Silicon Valley corporation illustrates how 

management was, in this way, not only occupied with understanding its organizational culture, but 

also with ‘shaping’ it. The idea that culture can be managed gained much popularity and is still 

considered by many to be a significant factor for organizational success (e.g., Alvesson & Sveningsson, 

2016). This also explains, according to Fleming (2013), why many academics (e.g., Schein, 1991; Martin, 

2002) became preoccupied with the concept of organizational culture. 
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Specifically, the attempt to create ‘fun’ in the workplace has been a critical feature of these 

culture management programs (Bolton & Houlihan, 2009; Fleming, 2005; Fleming & Sturdy, 2011). Deal 

and Kennedy (1999) suggest that the higher the ‘fun quotient’ is, the more committed members are 

to pour their hearts and souls into the work they do (as cited in Fleming, 2005). Fleming (2005), who 

refers to this idea as ‘cultures of fun’, explains that fun experiences are evoked by deliberately blurring 

the boundaries between work and nonwork. In this way, nonwork experiences, such as lifestyle, 

relaxation, and recreation, are encouraged, rather than suppressed. Different studies on the topic of 

cultures of fun (e.g., Fleming & Sturdy 2011; Warren & Fineman, 2006) illustrate how organizations 

encourage members to loosen up and ‘be fun’ by promoting informal dress codes, funky offices, 

parties, games, and so on. Warren and Fineman’s (2006) study, for example, shows how an office was 

designed to look and be fun. Designers had redecorated the office into bright colours and different 

toys, games and sculptures could be found throughout the office space. Similarly, Fleming and Sturdy 

(2011) illustrate how members were openly encouraged to consume alcohol and engage in a party-

like atmosphere at the office. 

Benefits, according to advocates of workplace fun (e.g., Deal & Key, 1998; Lehmann-

Willenbrock & Allen, 2014; Peters & Austrin, 1986; Tews et al., 2012), vary from flexibility and increased 

motivation to innovation, creativity and, ultimately, performance. Likewise, scholars (e.g., Ford et al., 

2004; Karl & Peluchette, 2006) argue that fun improves members’ physical and emotional health by 

enhancing the mood and reducing stress. Similarly, Georganta and Montgomery (2019) show how their 

participants used fun as a coping strategy to deal with routine or stress. In this way, these authors 

argue that workplace fun humanizes the organization. The premise in most of this stream of literature 

is, thus, that fun can be managed, and benefits all its members (Bolton & Houlihan, 2009). Indeed, why 

would members find a fun atmosphere disagreeable?  

Critical management scholars (e.g., Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Bolton & Houlihan, 2009; 

Fleming, 2005; Warren & Fineman, 2006; Kunda, 1992), however, argue that while it seems that fun 

serves all, its underlying power implications may not have everyone’s best interest in mind. Kunda 

(1992) implies that strong cultures ‘mold’ members’ selves by indirectly ‘teaching’ beliefs that 

correspond with the organization’s objectives. In other words, culture management focuses on 

managing members’ insides (e.g., their feelings or self-images) (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). Barley and 

Kunda (1992) explain that, in result, organizational members see little difference between the 

organization’s wellbeing and their own.  

Specifically, Kunda’s (2006) notion of normative control shines light on power dynamics as 

embedded in the management of culture. Kunda (2006) defines normative control as ‘’the attempt to 

elicit and direct the required efforts of members by controlling the underlying experiences, thoughts, 

and feelings that guide their actions.” (p. 11). Different from other control mechanisms (e.g., coercion 
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or manipulation), normative control targets the members selves through the indoctrination of shared 

organizational beliefs (Sturdy et al., 2010). This type of power is, then, particularly ‘tricky’ as it is 

difficult to grasp.  

Moreover, while most management scholars argue that all members embrace the value of fun, 

critical scholars (e.g., Costas, 2012; Fleming, 2005; Kunda, 1992) find this idea too simplistic as it does 

not take members’ distinctive meaning-making systems into account. Fleming (2005), for example, 

shows how management underestimated the ways in which the idea of ‘seriousness’ at work was 

connected to members’ feelings of dignity. Similarly, Warren and Fineman (2006) illustrate how some 

members felt insulted, embarrassed, and belittled by the playroom as designed by management to let 

their creative juices flow. Both these studies also demonstrate that members recognized the 

superficiality of the fun programme and, therefore, viewed management’s initiatives as pretentious. 

It is, therefore, not surprising that Fleming (2005) states that members most authentically 

identify with fun that they create themselves. Bolton and Houlihan’s (2009) study draws such a 

distinction between ‘managed fun’ and ‘organic fun’. Likewise, Georganta and Montgomery (2019) 

explain organic fun as the fun that arises spontaneously and naturally through (unorganized) 

interactions. Warren and Fineman’s (2006) case study illustrates this idea when participants 

experienced organic fun when secretly racing through the office, but disregarded the designed and 

costly ‘dolls’ at the reception: ‘’ The Dolls were supposed to be fun, so therefore they were not, exposing 

an ‘unmanageable’ dimension to work organizations that Gabriel (1995) identifies’’ (p. 17). Plester et 

al. (2015) argue this also has to do with the fact that fun means different things to different people. 

These authors argue that a pluralistic concept of fun is, therefore, most suitable.  

Georganta and Montgomery (2019) identify a third form of fun, namely: organized fun. They 

argue this type of fun differs from the other two as it is organized by employees and, at the same time, 

organic. This form of fun, the authors imply, carries the ‘best’ of both worlds. While it focuses on the 

authenticity and organic process of members’ initiative, it also provides the work advantages as rooted 

for by management. In this way, Georganta and Montgomery (2019) show, it is not about the event 

that makes it fun, but rather the context, freedom to express and, thus, the associated liberation.   

 

2.4. Cultures of fun and freedom   

The idea of organic fun leaves us with the question whether strongly managed cultures are still as 

meaningful today. Fleming (2014) claims this is, indeed, not the case. The described sense of 

inauthenticity members experience when being forced to identify with specified feelings and beliefs 

(e.g. Fleming, 2005; Kunda, 1992; Warren & Fineman, 2006), is no longer as ‘functional’. Different 

scholars explain that, rather than moulding and suppressing the members sense of self, authenticity 

and diversity is actively encouraged through a laissez-faire approach (Costas, 2012; Husted, 2021; 
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Fleming, 2014; Fleming & Sturdy, 2009). In other words, rather than making the distinction between 

‘false’ and ‘true’ selves (e.g., Kunda, 1992), or ‘public’ and ‘private’ selves (e.g., Collinson, 2003), 

members are now encouraged to just ‘be themselves’ (Fleming & Sturdy, 2011).  

Costas (2012) illustrates a shift in management ideology by comparing two metaphorical 

images. Under strong culture management, organizations are like families, and members fall into 

predetermined roles, paternalistic relations, and are taught strong family beliefs. The laissez-faire 

approach, however, envisions a culture of friendship that is open, individualistic, and egalitarian. So, 

rather than collective solidarity, friendship is about the celebration of individualism and diversity 

(Costas, 2012; Grey & Sturdy, 2007). Costas (2012) explains this focus on friendship includes ‘’…the 

extension of work into the realm of nonwork and the incorporation of nonwork into that of work, 

thereby greatly affecting people’s overall selves and lives’’ (p. 386). 

Consequently, the role of management also changes. Instead of socializing and ‘moulding’ 

members, effective managers are now seen as liberating, distant, and perhaps even absent (Picard & 

Islam, 2019). Picard and Islam (2019) identify three particular features for this liberating leadership 

style. First, these managers focus on the environment, rather than the individual, and foster a milieu 

that enhance members’ self-motivation. Second, the manager-member relationship is equal, and third, 

managers promote self-management. Peters (1992), who wrote an influential book about this 

‘liberation management’, argues that managers should not be telling members what to do, but instead 

allow them to ‘just be’. The idea is, then, that once members are free, they can be their innovative 

selves (Cederström & Fleming, 2012), and, in that manner, give more of themselves (Fleming & Sturdy, 

2011).  

A key element of this liberated friendship culture is, still, fun. However, instead of 

‘’manufacturing non-work themes’’, and actively managing fun, leaders now celebrate freedom 

(Fleming, 2014, p. 880). This illustrates an important shift from the design of strongly managed fun 

cultures (e.g., Kunda, 1992, Fleming, 2005) to cultures of fun and freedom.  

Particularly because this culture celebrates the non-work persona, individualism, and 

egalitarianism it seems, at first, that control would be more absent. Critical scholars argue, however, 

that this liberation can be seen as just another mode of control (e.g., Cederström & Fleming; 2012; 

Fleming & Sturdy, 2009; Picard & Islam, 2019). Although this culture of freedom has the potential to 

liberate, especially for alternative voices for which there was no ‘place’ under culture management, 

we should thus seek to understand the underlying power mechanisms at play.  

In fact, as Cederström and Fleming’s (2012) illustrating book on contemporary organizational 

life shows, the invitation to just ‘be yourself’ is actually a way of capturing and using members’ 

sociality. Demanding the ‘real person’, who is genuine, intuitive, and can think on his feet, is than of 

much more value to the organization than a work persona that is ‘scripted’ (Cederström & Fleming, 
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2012, Chapter The Inconvenience of Being Yourself). Google’s environment is an illustrative example 

of the idea that liberation is never free from the shadow of control (Cederström & Grassman, 2008; 

Walker, 2011). While Google’s way of working – which allows programmers to spend 20% of their work 

hours on their own projects – may sound ideal, Walker’s (2011) study shows that this freedom was 

experienced as an implicit social contract that actually intensified management’s focus on control and 

exploitation.   

Work, then, comes to include an important immaterial and social element that lies beyond its 

formal remit (Fleming, 2014). As Cederström and Fleming (2012) put it, we no longer see the 

organization as something that creates value, but rather as something that encloses it. In other words, 

the rise of this so called ‘lifestyle’ organization (e.g., Fleming & Sturdy, 2009) seeks to evoke the 

creative energy, communicative abilities, self-organization and emotional intelligence, to, eventually 

‘harvest’ them for their own organizational ends (Fleming, 2013).  

While members could previously ‘protect’ themselves from control, through distancing their 

‘true’ selves (e.g., Kunda, 1992), this becomes more difficult in a liberated environment as ‘’to deny 

one’s alignment with the organization’s corporate identity thus becomes to deny something of oneself’’ 

(Sturdy et al., 2010, p. 117). Fleming and Sturdy (2009) explain this control mechanisms as neo-

normative control, which can be seen as an extended form of normative control and particularly found 

in this ‘be yourself’ discourse. As Husted (2021) puts it, it is normative when it targets hearts and minds, 

but it is neo-normative when it celebrates difference and individualization. It is important to realize, 

however, that neo-normative control does not replace normative control as a form power. In fact, 

some aspects of liberated, and thus organic fun (e.g., the sense of belonging and loyalty) still reflect 

underlying forms of normative control (Sturdy et al. 2010; Walker, 2011). Different, however, is that 

they are now ‘required’ (paradoxically) to be themselves.  

Husted (2021), in contrast to many critical scholars, considers neo-normative control to 

facilitate an alternative mode of organization. This author argues that, although work of Fleming and 

Sturdy (2009) primarily associate neo-normative control with mining social skills and serving profit-

related motives, this author believes it can provide members with a true autonomous sense of self 

and, in this way, escape bureaucratic and normative forms of control. Husted (2021) illustrates this 

argument by transporting the concept of neo-normative control to a non-profit context, and show that 

in absence of these profit motives, this form of management can truly be liberating. 

In this thesis, however, I follow scholars like Picard and Islam (2019) who they state that 

autonomy is only granted on ‘’the basis of this reduced, marginal space of subjective interpretation.’’ 

(p. 404). This means that you are free, but only if you share the same understanding of freedom, which 

is rather paradoxical. As Walker (2011) puts it: “In a culture that nurtures transgressive behavior, the 

only bad subject is the one who exceeds the limits of ‘acceptable’ transgression.” (p. 381). 
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Leighton’s (2020) study of a friendship-based academic community is an illustrative example 

of this restricted freedom. To illustrate, this study shows that, while the community celebrated 

freedom and difference, members still had to fit within the cultural norms. In this way, this author 

shows, subtle forms of inequality, disguised in fun, were still evident.  

So, next to the fact that authenticity is no longer a secure form of self, but rather another 

medium through which control is exercised (Fleming, 2013), we can question the overall idea of being 

a ‘true’ self (see also e.g., Costas & Fleming, 2009). Considering these thoughts, I now turn to a 

theoretical concept that illustrates these ways of organization in light society’s milieu, namely: 

biopower.  

 

2.5. Biopower   

Foucault’s notion of power has been remarkably influential in organizational sciences. In fact, for many 

scholars Foucault’s work provided the conceptual foundation to reflect on power in the modern 

workplace. Especially the concept ‘disciplinary power’ has received much attention and has been used 

by many scholars to demonstrate how normalization, embedded in everyday organizational practices, 

aligns individuals with organizational goals (e.g., Barker, 1993; Kondo, 1990 as cited in Fleming, 2014). 

Munro (2012), however, stresses that this fixation no longer holds as contemporary neo-liberal 

control mechanisms do not fit into these disciplinary forms of power. Recognizing this shift in control 

– in which organizational members are now mobilized (think of neo-normative control’s objective) 

rather than moulded (normative control’s objective) – I specifically follow Fleming (2014) who suggests 

that Foucault’s lectures on biopower, will help us to better understand contemporary ways of 

organizating. Biopolitics – a form of governance that uses ‘biopower’ to control populations 

(Sinnerbrink, 2006) – has, in fact, emerged in a wide range of disciplines, including philosophy, 

economics, aesthetics, and law, as well as history and biomedicine (Rentea, 2016).  

But what is biopower? Power, Foucault explains, is exerted at the level of life, and our bios, or 

‘life itself’, is now invested, known, controlled and harnessed (Anderson, 2011; Fleming, 2014). In other 

words, life is the target for techniques of control, and, in effect, is made productive through 

intervention (Anderson, 2011).   

Important to note is that this form of power is inextricably linked to neoliberal societies. To 

illustrate, while liberals see the market as a natural phenomenon that takes care of itself, neo-liberal 

thinkers believe the ‘’rules of the game’’ should be established first (Munro, 2012, p. 348). Foucault 

(2008) explains how ‘’competition as an essential economic logic will only appear and produce its 

effects under certain conditions which have to be carefully and artificially constructed’’ (p. 120).  So, 

rather than directly intervening on the individual, this form of power seeks to control the milieu in 

which individuals make choices (Foucault, 2008, chapter 10). 
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This milieu, then, guides individuals towards desirable behaviour (Munro, 2012; Weiskopf & 

Munro, 2011). Moisander et al. (2018) explain that different biopower technologies allow the subject 

to select within an economized matrix. As Weiskopf and Munro (2011) contend, this milieu “… allows 

space for discretion; however, it defines the frame within which choices can and must be made’’ (p. 

687). Fleming (2022) takes a slightly different angle to this by arguing that the milieu is not about 

borders or limiting individual’s autonomy, but rather about mobilizing it. He proposes the metaphor 

of a pivoting mechanism instead: an axis around which freedoms are built and then, put to use. 

This is then the big difference between disciplinary and biopower’s subject: producing the 

individual or the population (Lilja & Vintagen, 2014). While disciplinary power shapes and normalizes 

individuals so they become to speak, act, and think in similar manners (Foucault, 1991, as cited in Lilja 

& Vinthagen, 2014), biopower optimizes the whole population, rather than the individual, and 

therefore deviant behaviour is accepted and considered to be part of risk management (Lilja & 

Vinthagen, 2014; Munro & Weiskopf, 2011). To put it another way, biopower is not about 

individualizing, but about massifying. It is a form of power that is not directed at ‘’man-as-body but as 

man-as-species’’ (Foucault 1976, p. 64).  Biopower is, thus, interested in the body of a population and 

its ‘effectiveness’ and ‘health’ in its totality (Munro & Weiskopf, 2011).   

This form of power aims to optimize bodies’ capabilities and usefulness, and employs different 

techniques to reinforce, incite, monitor, optimize, organize and, thus, control (Foucault 1978 as cited 

in Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014). To do so, Sinnergberg (2006) illustrates, biopower works in conjunction 

with a variety of bodies such as public health and hygiene, urban planning, demography statistics, 

studies of illness, epidemiology, fertility, and so on. Lilja and Vinthagen (2014) bring up a helpful 

illustration when they compare this mechanism to a gardener that takes care of a garden with 

knowledge, nurturing and planning to, eventually, harvest.  

Important to note is that this form of power works through the idea of freedom. As Foucault 

(2008) himself puts it: “Control is no longer just the necessary counterweight to freedom, as in the case 

of panopticism: it becomes its mainspring.’’ (p. 67) 

Sinnerbrink (2006) explains that, while Foucault was the first to define the concept of 

biopower, we can find predecessors who introduce and describe the politicization of human biological 

life in a similar manner. Nietzsche’s lectures in the 1930s and 40s, for example, implied that life itself 

has become the object of calculation, ordering and planning (Sinnerbrink, 2006). His concept of 

‘Machenschaft’, or Machination, represents an ontological understanding of the way all reality, and 

thus all beings, are optimised, enhanced, produced and, eventually, mobilized for societal goals 

(Sinnerbrink, 2006). Sinnerbrink (2006) shows that different from Foucault, however, Nietzsche’s 

ontological understanding is not explicitly linked to mechanisms of power. 
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For this reason, this study will solely look through Foucault’s lens of biopower. This is especially 

important when we consider the darker side of power over life. As biopower provides a form of control 

which is no longer regarded as a limitation on freedom, but instead as an increase in liberty (Munro, 

2012), it’s implications might even be harder to grasp. As Fleming (2022) states: ‘’Biopower is difficult 

to oppose because its central idiom is ‘freedom’, and how does one resist that?’’ (p. 15). Especially 

when we consider that biopower might feel like love and care: as a ‘’shepherd’’ taking care of his flock 

(Lilja and Vinthagen, 2014, p. 199). Fleming (2014), however, strongly believes that we should not fall 

for this illustration nor consider biopower as a gentler form of organizational control. Especially as this 

form of control considers life itself, Fleming (2014) argues, its implications can have ‘’deeply material 

consequences’’ (p. 895).  

Lilja and Vinthagen (2014), who critique Foucault for undertheorizing the resistance 

component of biopower, explain that undermining biopower is, then, about acting differently and 

creating a different set of rules and practices. However, as biopower is interested in large numbers of 

productivity, and not micro-level compliance, resistant individuals may not jeopardize the production 

of biopower (Lilja & Vinthagen, 2014). 

Because biopower is such a powerful mechanism, Sinnerbrink (2006), drawing on Honneth’s 

(1991) criticism, critiques that Foucault’s work fails to provide a real account of its implications. This 

author argues that we first need to understand why biopower might deform, or destroy, our 

possibilities of agency. As we do not have that understanding, Sinnerbrink (2006) explains, we are left 

with an ‘under-theorized’ idea of why biopower might be something to question or criticize. He 

proposes we should ask ourselves ‘’… what is the specific injury, harm, or injustice suffered by subjects 

subjected to regulatory biopower?’’ (p. 250).   

 

2.6. Biopower at work    

We might provide an answer to Sinnerbrink’s question by looking through the lens of biopower at 

organizational behaviour. An influential author that has, indeed, done so is Fleming (2013; 2014; 2022). 

Fleming refers to biopower in the workplace context as biocracy and defines this concept as ‘’the 

instrumentalization of life attributes that were previously considered exogenous, irrelevant or 

detrimental to formal organizational productivity.’’ (Fleming, 2014, p. 885).  

Fleming (2014) illustrates this idea of biocracy by introducing four characteristics. The first two 

characteristics are easily recognizable and focus on the use of personal attributes for organizational 

ends (like neo-normative control) by consciously blurring the work and non-work boundaries (like 

cultures of fun). These described boundaries are, however, not only blurred in terms of space, but also 

in time. In traditional settings, work and private time were strictly demarcated to calculate 

productivity. Under biocracy these demarcations of time are blurred, and as non-work experiences are 
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brought into the work sphere, the reverse happens too (Fleming, 2014). Lucas’ (2010) 

autoethnographic study shows, for example, how his job was so much integrated into his lifestyle that 

he performed work tasks in his dreams and was, thus, even productive in his sleep (Fleming, 2014). 

Fleming (2014) moreover uses the concept of economic valorisation to illustrate that under 

biocracy, work is no longer exclusively associated with formal tasks, but also with the social processes.  

Fleming and Sturdy’s (2011) study illustrates this idea and shows how late-night parties organized at 

the office did not produce value in itself, but made it possible for the organization to capture members’ 

social characteristics.   

Because sociality provides essential value to many businesses, ‘production’ is now part of every 

aspect of life (Anderson, 2011; Cederström & Fleming, 2012; Fleming, 2014). Lemke (2016), reviewing 

Hardt and Negri’s (2000) work, illuminates this transformation of ‘production’ by the idea of immaterial 

labour. Immaterial labour involves, a series of activities that cannot be defined by the four walls of a 

factory and, indeed, involve the activities that are generally not identified as work (Lazzarato, 1996).  

In a similar vein, Gregg (2009) proposes that the notion of “affective labor” helps to explain 

how organizations use members’ emotional lives to ‘harvest’ the immaterial aspects of working life (p. 

212). In fact, as Anderson (2011) adds, affective life is not just part of, but the very condition for 

biopower’s mechanisms. 

This is what Foucault (2008) then means when he explains how the workers’ skills have become 

a machine from which they cannot be separated (Chapter 9). Fleming (2014) even goes as far as stating 

that we are ‘’permanently poised for work’’ (p. 884). Work is no longer something we just do, but 

something we are (Fleming, 2013). As individuals and capital are now ‘fused’, capital ‘’…is inseparable 

from the person who possesses it’’ (Foucault 2008, p. 224).  

Consequently, Moisander et al. (2018), who studied a sales organization consisting out of a 

network of independent workers, show how members were willing to rebuild themselves to 

continuously pursue autonomy and self-worth. Also, Weiskopf and Munro (2011) make a helpful 

translation from biopower to the workplace when they describe how human capital is strongly 

embedded in Human Resources Management discourses. Human Resources professionals are, in this 

way, seen as cultural facilitators who support the movement of human capital through learning, 

exchange of ideas and networks (Weiskopf & Munro, 2011).  

This also means, according to Munro (2012), that we are the embodiment of human capital 

and, therefore, the entrepreneurs of our own selves. Bauman (2007) explains in his book ‘Consuming 

Life’, that we have become the commodity that is consumed by both ourselves and others (as cited in 

Harding, 2013, Introduction). How we look, behave, and develop our expertise, becomes the package 

we ‘sell’ (Harding, 2013, Introduction). This makes human capital, under mechanisms of biopower, no 

different than any other resource (Fleming, 2014). In fact, Fleming (2014) argues, ‘life itself’, which we 
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traditionally thought was ours, is now biopower’s primary interest. This means that emotional 

intelligence, creativity, desires, social skills are all provoked, captured, and ‘up for sale’ (Fleming, 2014).  

This is not without consequences, however. Michel’s (2012) study, for example, shows how 

the merging of work and non-work spheres, resulted in burnout, stress and hyper-tension (Fleming, 

2014).  

With the notion of biopower in mind, and thus the idea that value is extracted throughout all 

spheres of (social) life, it is particularly interesting to problematize the concept of workplace friendship 

as just an intimate detail of everyday life. To put it another way, as we can pose nothing outside this 

milieu permeated by value and worth (Anderson, 2011), we should also understand friendship, and its 

implications, in this light. 

 

2.7. Bringing the concepts together: workplace friendship, cultures of fun and freedom, and 

biopower 

Following different friendship scholars like Allan (1989) and Sias and Cahill (1998) we understand 

workplace friendship as a relationship that is always contextually contingent, and, in this way, informed 

by social and cultural practices. To provide this contextual understanding, I brought forward literature 

on organizational cultures that are specifically known for inviting non-work experiences and, thus, 

friendships into the workforce, namely: cultures of fun and freedom (e.g., Fleming, 2005; Fleming & 

Sturdy; 2009; Warren & Fineman, 2006). I have also shown that the invitation of the ‘private’ self 

comes with organizational control. Particularly neo-normative control (Fleming & Sturdy, 2009) - a 

mechanisms that encloses the value of private and ‘authentic’ selves for organizational ends - must be 

considered when looking into the context.   

As shown, these cultures and underlying control mechanisms are, at the same time, informed 

by broader societal developments. I particularly follow Fleming (2014) in his understanding that these 

cultures are ‘mediators’ of broader (re)productions of biopower. This mechanism of power helps us 

understand that all aspects of life become a source of value (Anderson, 2011), also our most private 

and intimate relationships.  

Consequently, I assert that biopower (macro-level) serves as an important lens through which 

we should understand the mechanism of cultures of fun and freedom (meso-level) that inform 

workplace friendship (micro-level). In figure 1, I visually present my understanding of the interrelations 

(black), as well as the underexplored area (grey).  

While I explain that the relationship between biopower and workplace friendship is mediated 

by cultures of fun and freedom, I also recognize that biopower works through all spheres and forms of 
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life and is, therefore, not restricted to this particular work context to inform the relationship. 

Consequently, an additional, underexplored, connection is drawn (yellow).  

In the following chapters, this framework will be used to make sense of the study’s results. 

Moving beyond the case study and interpreting the findings through the lens of biopower and, thus, 

looking at the implications for society at large, I will propose and develop the concept of performative 

friendship. This concept, then, theoretically contributes to a broader understanding of friendship, the 

applicability of biopower, as well as their described interconnection (yellow).  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Understanding of the interrelations between the introduced phenomena and concepts. 
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3. Methodology: Being part of the team  

This study had two research objectives. First, by conducting an empirical case study, I explored how 

members make sense of workplace friendship in a culture of fun and freedom. Second, the empirical 

findings were critically analysed to reveal the (power) implications of this relationship. In this chapter 

the chosen research design will be motivated. I specifically focus on decisions I have made regarding 

the research approach, the collection of the data, and my rationale for choosing these methods. 

Motivating these choices, I will also zoom in on my role as a researcher and explain how reflexivity 

played an essential part in conducting this study.  

 
3.1. Research approach   

3.1.1. Desk research   

Prior to entering the field, I conducted a desk study on literature that covered the phenomena of 

interest, namely: workplace friendship, cultures of fun, and organizational power. Specifically, 

Fleming’s (2005) study on cultures of fun, Grey and Sturdy’s (2007) interest in workplace friendship, 

and Sturdy et al. (2010) overview of changing control dynamics, served as an important literary 

foundation. Building on this foundation, I applied a snowballing technique and looked into much cited 

authors, such as Kunda (1992), Bell and Coleman (1999), and Sias & Cahill (1998). In addition, websites 

like Connected Papers and Google Scholar – for which I used key words such as: friendship, workplace 

friendship, friendship cultures, workplace fun, organizational control – proved to be useful tools for 

exploring corresponding academic debates.  

When being in the field and collecting empirical data, I continued conducting this desk study 

which brought me to important new theoretical insights, such as Foucault’s notion of biopower. 

Overall, Fleming proved to be a remarkably important author for the aims of this study. His work did 

not only serve as an inspiration for contextualizing cultures of fun but, also, for connecting 

contemporary forms of organizing to Foucault’s abstract ideas of biopower. In fact, it was his article 

(2014) ‘’When ‘life itself’ goes to work: Reviewing shifts in organizational life through the lens of 

biopower’’ that brought the concept of biopower to my attention. Unsurprisingly, his studies on 

cultures of fun (2005; 2011) and power (2013; 2014; 2022) served as a great inspiration and guided my 

research in, what I felt, unexpected and interesting ways.  

To balance this out, however, I presented a critical and elaborated discussion of the different 

phenomena and concepts, and, in this way, included a variety of different academic voices. So, while 

Fleming’s work was critical for contextualizing cultures of fun, and biopower’s connection to 

contemporary forms of organization, other studies that focused on (workplace) friendship (e.g., Allan, 

1989, Costas, 2012; Grey & Sturdy, 2007; Rumens, 2016; Sias & Cahill, 1998) helped me connect my 
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research interests, and deepen my overall understanding of the way these relationships invite more of 

the self into the workplace.   

 

3.1.2. The theoretical lens of analysis   

In an organizational context where friendship becomes part of the milieu, and members are asked to 

invest much of their private selves, I found it important to understand people’s lived experiences. So, 

rather than focusing on the organizational outcomes as espoused by management, I wanted to look 

into members’ life worlds, and, ultimately, their sensemaking. Sensemaking, as developed by Weick 

(1995), provides insight into how individuals give meaning to events of organizing, rather than focusing 

on organizational outcomes such as: employee satisfaction or retention. According to Mills et al. (2010) 

sensemaking, at its most fundamental level, is about understanding how individuals attach (different) 

meanings to (the same) experiences.  

Applying Weick et al.’s (2005) ideas helped me understand that the organizational phenomena 

of interest (workplace fun and friendship) are enactments, rather than accomplished events. In fact, 

Tsoukas and Chia (2002) explain that if we only focus on the outcomes (e.g., an ‘achieved’ friendship), 

we risk missing the ongoing microscopic processes of human action and, thus, sensemaking.  

While sensemaking is an activity that is usually triggered by the unexpected (Weick, 1995), this 

study, through its research methods, created spaces for reflection, and was in this way able to stretch 

and capture these moments of sensemaking. By getting individuals out of their ‘routine’ and making 

the normal feel strange (e.g., Ybema & Kamsteeg, 2009), I was able to include the way they socially 

construct their own reality, and with what implications.  

This study specifically follows Mills et al.’s (2010) ideas on critical sensemaking. Different from 

Weick (1995), who describes sensemaking as a democratic process, these authors argue that 

sensemaking is contingent upon the environment’s rules, symbols, and language that provide the 

appropriate ‘scripts’ for meaning making. For this reason, Mills et al. (2010) argue, we should 

understand issues of power, and analyse organizational processes through a critical sensemaking lens.   

Similarly, Alvesson and Deetz (2000), who write about doing critical management research, 

argue it is important to recognize how some discourses, and thus meanings, are systematically being 

privileged over others. Accordingly, I use the critical sensemaking lens to understand how individuals 

make sense of workplace friendship on a micro-level, while acknowledging (bio)power dynamics in the 

(broader) context.  

 

3.1.3. The empirical site   

This thesis draws on a single case study of a fast-growing Dutch consultancy firm that consults a wide 

range of clients on sustainable measures. This medium-sized organization refers to itself as ‘work hard, 
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play hard’ type of organization and proudly states that success is celebrated together and achieved 

through, and rewarded with, fun. From the 1st of February until the 29th of April 2022, I became a 

member of this illustrative site I call Atmosphere (pseudonym).  

Atmosphere is an organization that does not manufacture material products, but, instead, 

produces value by giving clients advice on how they can operate more sustainable. Within the 

organization there are different departments with different fields of expertise. So, while there are, for 

example, teams that visit and consult clients on location, there are also teams that solely focus on the 

initial customer contact and the sales aspect of the business.  

Within these teams, part-time positions are occupied by students, which represents more than 

half of Atmosphere’s members. Full-time positions are, except for a few senior roles, mostly embodied 

by young professionals embarking on their career. Their age, consequently, ranges from 18 to 35 years. 

In other words, Atmosphere is a rather youthful company. Whether this is purely strategic ‘choice’, or 

mostly based on the nature of some of the jobs (e.g., in the sales force most client contact is short and 

via phone, which does not require much experience), is hard to say. It is however interesting to notice 

how this is in line with other case studies of fun companies (e.g., Bolton & Houlihan, 2009; Fleming & 

Sturdy, 2011) which typically employ members under 35 years old, as they are most likely to be 

perceived as ‘fun’ and ‘expressive’.  

Most members describe Atmosphere as a ‘fun community’. Next to the numerous office 

parties, the ping-pong table and the fridges stocked with beer, members interact in a very informal 

and playful manner. This fun component is to most members essential. To illustrate, while it is not per 

se that members dislike their job, it is not uncommon for members to express that if it was not for the 

fun, many would probably leave the organization. A manager of Atmosphere, in fact, once explained 

the importance of fun by using the metaphor of wrapping a gift. He explained that the wrapping (the 

fun) is what matters, and not the content (the actual work). As Atmosphere’s jobs are not ‘’rocket 

science’’, he explained, it is the fun community you stay for. In this way, work itself is not so strongly 

tied to Atmosphere’s members’ identities, and therefore members most strongly identified with 

Atmosphere’s fun non-work context. This observation is, then, different from other fields like, for 

example, management consultancy that indicate that work itself serves as an important source of 

identity (e.g., Hoyer, 2021) and, consequently, bonding. 

Most importantly, Atmosphere was selected because of its reputation as an organization that 

strongly ‘promotes’ friendships at work as exemplified through their “bring a friend” hiring strategy, 

which is rewarded with a generous referral bonus. Atmosphere’s image of fun and friendship is 

communicated among many students, friends, and, overall, word of mouth. I myself also learned about 

this organization through a friend. Her stories (during her four years of employment) were a source of 
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inspiration for this study, and I soon recognized that the site presented a great opportunity for 

understanding the social context. 

 I ultimately gained access to the site by approaching and meeting with the Human Resources 

Manager and applying for a self-initiated Human Resources internship. Once access was gained and 

the internship started, I was ‘free’ in my ways of doing research. This means there was no supervision, 

nor interference from management when I, for example, selected participants, conducted interviews, 

gathered documents or was present at (confidential) meetings. As the results chapter will show, this 

perceived liberty is very important for Atmosphere’s ways of doing.  

It is worth noting that this study should not be seen as a critique on Atmosphere as an 

organization. In fact, the observed implications might even be unintended consequences of something 

that feels so benign: members having fun and gaining friendships. I, instead, recognize the organization 

as a micro-level illustration of what takes place in society at large.  

 

3.1.3.1. Silences  

Also important to stress is that I told Atmosphere’s story, but this is not per se the full story nor a 

representation of an ‘objective’ reality. I, instead, shared the stories as I gathered, and as I found 

essential for answering the research questions. I am, however, aware that this also means that there 

are ‘silences’ in the result chapter that will follow. I would like to illuminate two of these.  

First, as one could expect in a youthful company that stipulates togetherness, there are several 

members that share (or have shared) a romantic relationship. While such romantic developments 

might come from a place of friendship, I decided that these (complex) relationships go beyond the 

scope of this particular thesis.  

Second, as shortly explained, most member strongly identified with Atmosphere’s non-work 

context of fun. These non-work experiences, as the result section will show, is an important source of 

workplace friendship. This does not mean, however, that there are no members at Atmosphere that 

bond over work experiences. Interestingly, however, I did not hear stories that illustrated this idea. 

While one member mentioned that various members share a drive for a sustainable world (which is 

what they try to accomplish through their work), the work-context was often made sense of as 

something different from fun and friendship.  

 

3.1.4. Ethnographic research  

For the aims of my study, an ethnographic approach at this empirical site was most suitable. As Ybema 

et al. (2009) point out it is ethnography, a qualitative research method, that focuses specifically on 

making sense of members’ sensemaking. In this manner, using a diverse set of methods over an 
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extended period of time, ethnographers describe the (taken for granted) organizational reality by 

reporting through their first-hand field experiences (Moore, 2011; Ybema et al., 2009).  

But how did I become an ethnographer? I followed Van Maanen (2006) who explains that ‘’one 

becomes an ethnographer by going out and doing it (and writing it up)’’ (p. 14). While this may sound 

straightforward, ethnography provided me, through “hanging out in the field” (Ybema, et al., 2009, p. 

1) with an intensive situational understanding.   

Also, as Van Maanen (2006) explains, there is not much of a technique attached to this type of 

research. Despite the last few decades of ethnographic developments, there is still not one standard 

methodology. This is not worrisome, however. Van Maanen (2006) argues this is in the end the way 

ethnography should be. This unstandardized type of research, indeed, allowed me to remain 

adventurous, intuitive, improvised and, overall, flexible.  

So, in accordance with other studies of this type (e.g., Fleming, 2005; Leighton, 2020), I used a 

combination of different qualitative data collection methods, to gain an understanding of the social 

context. These understandings were written down as thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973, Chapter 1) and 

were included in this thesis as observations, vignettes, and anecdotes. These, then, illustrated the 

context in which members sensemaking takes place (Geertz, 1973). As the results will show, 

Atmosphere’s context of fun and freedom is, indeed, an important source for making sense of 

workplace friendship.  

Important to note, however, is that these descriptions serve as an illustration of my ideas, but 

should not be taken as a ‘sum’ of evidence. In this way, I follow similar studies (specifically Leighton, 

2020; Rumens, 2010) that state that an ethnographic study should be treated as dynamic social texts 

as meanings are always contextual, fluid, and co-constructed (see also Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). 

 

3.1.5. Considerations   

In light of this ethnographic account, and thus the contextual and fluid meanings, I want to create 

space in this chapter to reflect on my own role as a researcher. Important to understand here is that I 

became a member of Atmosphere, and rather than embodying a distant role, I participated. As the 

result section will show, Atmosphere’s culture of fun and freedom evokes much of the private, and 

thus, ‘whole’ self, and I too became entangled with the site. I realized this meant that I did not only 

employ the role of a researcher, but also those of the Human Resources professional as well as ‘private 

Tessa’. While I do not feel these roles were in conflict, as I very much valued the experiential notion 

and closeness of this ethnographic research, I do find it important to illustrate these different roles, 

their construction in the described experiences, as well as the ways I dealt with them.  
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3.1.5.1. Reflexivity   

Especially important to emphasize is that every way of seeing the world is also a way of not seeing the 

world. Also, that world is not pre-labelled and, therefore, always attached meaning to by its members 

(see Goodman, 1978). As I became part of Atmosphere’s setting, I too attached my own meanings. 

While I tried to distance myself to keep challenging the organization’s taken for granted ideals, I often 

found myself in a liminal space – immersing myself while distancing (Ybema & Kamsteeg, 2009).  

This called for a heightened self-awareness, or ‘reflexivity’ (Ybema et al., 2009). During the 

course of conducting, analysing, and writing my research, I had to be extra sensitive to possible blind 

spots (Bryman, 2016, chapter 17) and becoming too familiar with the field (Ybema & Kamsteeg, 2009). 

As Alvesson and Deetz (2000) put it, it is not the ultimate goal to be objective, but ‘’subjectivity masked 

as objectivity’’ is its danger (p. 139). 

To challenge my subjectivity, and at the same time acknowledge it, I took my time to reflect 

on my role after each field (or writing) day. My fieldnotes, especially, guided me in this reflection, as I 

did not only reflect on events as they unfolded, but also on my own thoughts and perspective while 

observing these. Near the end of my field work period, I noticed how remaining reflexive became more 

challenging as I had now ‘bonded’ with the field and several of the research participants. To remain 

critical of my positionality in constructing the story I tell, I continued writing down my reflections, and, 

in addition, occasionally validated my interpretations with research participants and, at times, even 

consciously removed myself from certain (social) contexts; taking a step back to reflect.  

 

3.2. Empirical materials   

This thesis is based on data collected using a variety of different methods, namely: participant 

observation, unstructured interviewing, and document analysis (see table 1).  

Especially observations proved to be an important source of data. These observations served 

as guidelines for (re)directing the participant sample and interviews, but also for the interpretation of 

different documents. In the following part I will explain what each data collection method entailed, 

and how they built on another to, finally, provide a rich set of data.  

 

Data collection method  Quantity   Period in time   

Observations 37 days February – April 

Interviews  12 individual interviews  

2 group interviews  

February – April 

Document collection  40+ documents  February – April 

Table 1: Overview of the collected data 
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3.2.1. Participant observation  

Between February and April 2022, I became a participant observant. In accordance with Bryman’s 

(2016) understanding this meant that I immersed myself in the social context, and that I observed the 

behaviour of members, while, at the same time, participating and joining in with the observed 

activities. This ‘joining in’ went rather natural as I became a member of the organization and, 

specifically, by joining the Human Resources Team.   

While I embraced an overt role, as I was open about my research aim (and methods), members 

were, to my interpretation, rather non-reactive to my presence. To explain, rather than feeling 

investigated and adjusting their behaviour, they expressed that I was ‘part of their team’, and they, in 

this manner, often forgot about my research role. In this unobtrusive role I had the opportunity to 

watch and listen as events unfolded, and members interacted in their ‘natural habitat’ (Frey & Fontana, 

1991).  

Over the period of three months, I collected around 45 pages of fieldnotes. These fieldnotes 

included personal experiences, descriptions of events, short quotes from interactions, key words, quick 

jottings, pictures, diary-like descriptions of feelings and thoughts, and so on. These observations were 

unstructured as I did not use any type of observation schedule, but rather wanted to record as much 

detail as possible (Bryman, 2016, chapter 20). These observations were often quickly noted down in 

my mobile phone to maintain in an obtrusive role, and only at the end of each day extensively 

described in an electronic field diary.  

As I was part of their team, I was often invited into different (confidential) meetings, 

gatherings, and off-site events (see table 2). Next to these specific events, I was able to gather 

information through the means of daily (informal) interactions, walking around the office, sitting 

behind my desk, and (simply) just being there. I believe that because I was seen as their colleague, 

rather than an external party, I was able to ‘blend in’ and be there in a way non-participating parties 

cannot. For me ‘blending in’ entailed ‘going with the flow’, and for Atmosphere’s case this entailed 

being ‘fun’ and joining the non-work context (e.g., saying ‘yes’ to parties and meeting up outside office 

hours). This means that I was not only there during office hours, but also when ‘free time’ supposedly 

started. This means I got a complete picture of the way non-work experiences immersed in work 

settings, as well as the other way around. As Bergson (1946) puts it beautifully, I learned about the city 

by strolling through its streets rather than by looking at pictures of it (as cited in Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). 
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Event  Location  

’Vrijmibo’s’  On/off site 

Office parties  On site  

Farwell parties  On site  

Team dinners and drinks  Off site 

Sport activities  Off site 

Field visits consultants  Off site 

Quarterly Meeting #1 Off site  

Quarterly Meeting #2 Off site 

Job interviews  On site 

Human Resources Meetings On site  

‘Week closure’ meetings   On site 

‘Shadowing’ employees at the office 

(e.g., being invited to listen in on a 

phone call)  

On site 

Participation in WhatsApp Group  Online  

Table 2: Examples of observed events 

 
3.2.2. Interviews  

Next to observing, conducting interviews allowed me to get an intimate understanding of members’ 

perception. These perceptions, then, uncovered how members make sense of both themselves, their 

relationships, and their social world (Hermanowicz, 2002). Spread over the duration of my presence, I 

conducted ten in-depth interviews, two interviews with management, and, finally, two group 

interviews. As the goal was to include a heterogenous group of interviewees coming from different 

teams, with different levels of expressiveness (e.g., extrovert and introvert), but also different 

durations and forms of employments, selecting strategically (rather than randomly) best suited my 

aim. In this way, I included a variety in stories and perspectives on the topic. 

 The initial sample was based on members I had been introduced to as I embarked on my role 

as a Human Resources professional.  Other interviewees were, then, gradually added to the list once I 

got a better sense of the organization, and its members (Bryman, 2016, chapter 18). So, rather than 

using a fixed set of sampling criteria, the way of sampling evolved over the duration of my presence 

(Bryman, 2016, chapter 18). Particularly for the group interviews, I aimed for a diverse group of 

participants to capture differences in a group dynamic. An overview of the sample can be found in 

appendix A.  
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The in-depth interviews were open-ended, and loosely structured around the following key 

themes: the organizational culture, workplace fun, management’s position, and workplace friendship. 

Working with a topic list (see appendix B), rather than a list of questions, allowed me to let the 

interview flow in unpredictable ways. The unstructured nature of the interviews ensured that 

members were able to tell their experiences and use their language to elaborate on their perceptions. 

As I often explained to my interviewees, I was more interested in their stories, than I was in my own 

questions. In this way, the interviews were very much conversation-like (Hermanowicz, 2002), which 

suited not only my research interest, but also the informal way of ‘doing things’ within this 

organizational culture; making them feel more comfortable and at ease to share.   

The two interviews I conducted with management were also based on unstructured 

interviewing. Different from the other interviews, however, I focused specifically on their role as 

management. As this role gives them ‘access’ to dominant discourses and practices, I felt it was 

particularly important to focus more specifically on their view on the organizational culture and the 

importance of the informal relationships.  

 

3.2.2.1. Group interviews   

While the size of the sample was limited to a maximum of twelve members, to ensure its in-depth 

nature, two additional group interviews with four members per session were organized to include a 

multiplicity of different interpretations (Ybema et al., 2009). Instead of using open-ended questions as 

employed in the in-depth interviews, the group setting was focused on building and sharing meanings 

in a group dynamic. 

According to Frey and Fontana (1991), group interviews are often overlooked by social 

researchers, and specifically by ethnographers. These authors, however, explain that group interviews 

are an important way of providing additional data. Group interviews help understand group dynamics, 

provide insights into relationships, reduce distance between the context and researcher, and the 

relationships among members can be a stimulus for expression and elaboration (Frey & Fontana, 1991; 

Lewis-Beck et al., 2003). As workplace friendship happens in a context of group meaning making, which 

might even go beyond individual interpretation, this method was particularly suiting for my research 

aims.  

As I wanted to stay close to the organization’s way of doing things and capture sensemaking in 

an ‘organic’ way, the group interviews consisted out of different ‘fun’ assignments. First, we played a 

customized game of ’30 seconds’. In this playful manner, interviewees had to describe, and guess, 

topics related to Atmosphere under the time pressure of thirty seconds. The group of four interviewees 

were divided into two teams and each round one describer had to describe the words on the card 

without using the specific word. The identifier had to guess while the describer was describing. The 
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idea to use this method came to me when I played this game with friends myself. I found it interesting 

to notice what meanings people attach to certain words under time pressure. In this way, not only the 

way members made sense of certain words was evoked and captured on the spot, but also group 

dynamics could be studied. I could, for example, observe how some, more than others, took the lead 

in the game, made (inside) jokes, or, instead, remained more silent and in the background.   

Second, I asked them to grab a piece of paper and write down four different statements. Two 

statements on what they like about a working environment in which workplace friendship is 

celebrated, and two statements on what they do not like about such environment. These statements 

were, then, discussed in the group setting.  

Interestingly, during the group interview more was shared on what implications of workplace 

friendship they encountered. While in in-depth interviews, interviewees were asked to answer on the 

spot, group interviews gave them the opportunity to first think about the topic and then, write it down. 

Also hearing others share, probed interviewees to tell, elaborate, ask, or contrast. The group setting, 

in contrast to what one might expect, opened a safe to share (alternative) meanings. 

Overall, my role as interviewer was rather passive, non-directive and I only intervened when 

instructions needed to be explained or I wanted to probe. This rather passive role suited the informal 

and natural setting (Frey & Fontana, 1991), but also fitted my overall unstructured and explorative 

ways of doing research. As I video recorded the session (with members’ permission) I was able to be 

present in the moment, and in a later stage rewatch the session to study the dynamics and interactions.   

Frey and Fontana (1991) do warn us for different group interview pitfalls. They explain how, in 

group dynamics, some opinions can sway over others, or how group members may experience 

pressure to conformity. As I read about these ‘dangers’ beforehand, I had the opportunity to be 

mindful and (re)direct when necessary. For example, by asking them to first write down their own 

statements and then coming back in a group setting, I created space for individual reflection and 

thoughts. So, while there was enough space for group discussion and synergy, there was also space for 

participants to have their own perceptions and, therefore, avoid conformity and overarching opinions.    

Both the individual as well as the group interviews were audio recorded and then, transcribed 

in Dutch to ensure no meaning got lost in translation. Moreover, as the topics invited members to 

reflect on personal, and perhaps sensitive matters, anonymity and discretion were of utmost 

importance and, therefore, assured with a consent form signed by both parties (see appendix C).  

 

3.2.3. Document analysis  

Based on Tsoukas and Chia’s (2002) understanding of synoptic and performative accounts, I followed 

the idea that, while performative observations give insight into microscopic meaning-making systems, 

looking at the environment synoptically serves a different need, namely: noticing patterns at different 
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points in time that might have escaped my attention. Consequently, in addition to observations and 

interviews, document data, such as the organization’s vacancies, employee newsletters, websites, 

social media channels, booklets from training sessions, and handbooks, provided a different, and more 

synoptic, data source. Rather than text I created from either the observations or interviews, these texts 

were not produced for research interests, but were simply ‘out there’ (Bryman, 2016, chapter 13).  

These documents helped contextualize the research by providing background information, 

and, in this way, helped understanding the formal presentation of information and ideas. The weekly 

employee newsletter, in particular, served as an important source for understanding the dominant 

discourses around fun and friendship. At the same time, as table 3 shows, other documents, such as 

the results of different surveys, provided this study with a synoptic account of members’ (alternative) 

meaning making; some in contrast to official publications like job postings or newsletters.  

  

Type of document  Available to  

Company website Public 

Social media posts Public 

Job postings  Public  

LinkedIn company profile  Public  

Employee weekly newsletters  Employees 

Employee handbooks Employees 

E-mails   Employees 

Introduction videos  Employees 

Introduction guides  Employees 

Introduction trainings  Employees 

Diversity & Inclusion Survey - results  Management  

Organizational Culture Survey - results   Management  

HR - job interview guides  Human Resources  

Table 3: Overview of the collected documents 
 

3.3. Data analysis  

The collected data was relatively unstructured. Therefore, post-coding was used to structure, 

categorize and, in the process, analyse data (Bryman, 2016, chapter 11). This process was assisted by 

using Atlas.ti, a qualitative data analysis software. Using Atlas.ti, the data was manually coded and 

examined, to identify recurring themes, perceptions and, finally, patterns. To embark on this process, 

the interviews were transcribed and written fieldnotes, and relevant documents, were brought 

together in documents.   
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Once I finished my fieldwork, and dedicated my time to the ‘analysis period’, I first carefully 

(re)read the transcripts, notes, and documents, and, once I got an overall understanding of the data I 

gathered, I started to manually code and analyse the data along inductive criteria.  

 To do so, I decided to follow Strauss and Corbin’s three distinct levels of open, axial, and 

selective coding (Bryman 2016, chapter 24). This technique helped me focus on identifying 

(re)occurring themes. To illustrate, open coding, first, helped me break down, examine, and compare 

different indicators. Second, axial coding put the data back together by making connections between 

the different categories. Third, selective coding helped me select the core themes and systematically 

relate it to other categories. Following this technique, three main selective themes that appeared to 

be important for the way members make sense of workplace friendship emerged from the data, 

namely: 1) The organizational ways of doing (see figure 2), 2) Meanings of workplace friendship (see 

figure 3), and, finally, 3) Implications of friendship at work (see figure 4).  

These themes (the what) were then further analyzed to understand the meanings members 

attach to them (the how). Rereading the text within these selective themes helped me identify, 

compare, contrast, shift, and, finally, interpret their meaning-making. To put it differently, in line with 

similar studies (e.g., Rumens, 2010) I searched for discourse within these themes that was used by 

members to construct their social reality of workplace friendship. I, for example, looked at certain 

words used like ‘’being vulnerable’’, ‘’sharing more’’, ‘’trust’’ and ‘’private communication’’ to come to 

an understanding that for different members friendship at work means they are able to share more of 

their selves. This analysis, thus, focused on the explorative nature of this study and answered the first 

research question on how members make sense of workplace friendship.  

For the second, more critically oriented research question focusing on the (power) 

implications, I focused the analysis on data in which I felt that (power) implications became visible in 

sensemaking experiences. This additional interpretive step entailed re-coding, re-arranging, and a 

reduction of codes. In this way, I attained a group of focused codes. These focused codes are a further 

development of the main selective themes and helped me move my codes into a theoretical direction. 

They were termed: 1) Organizational culture: social rules of the game, 2) Workplace friendship: 

displaying the ‘whole’ self, and 3) Implications of friendship at work: the self is at stake. An overview 

of these developed codes can be found in appendix D. As the focused codes had already a more 

descriptive nature, which gives an indication of the different (power) implications, I could connect 

them to literature and interpret the findings through the framework as derived from my desk study 

(figure 1).  

Using the critical sensemaking lens, I could, in this way, understand how individuals make 

sense of workplace friendship (micro-level), while acknowledging broader societal dynamics of 

cultures of fun and freedom (meso-level), and, finally, biopower (macro-level).  
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In addition to connecting the empirical data to literature, the development of codes (through 

the lens of biopower) also led to the conceptual development of the term: performative friendship. 

Specifically, the focused code ‘’Implications of friendship at work: the self is at stake’’, as the following 

chapters will show, led to an understanding that also friendship should be understood as a practice 

that comes with (potentially harmful) implications.  

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 2: Organizational ways of doing (green), the corresponding axial codes (yellow), and its connection to the meanings of workplace 
friendship (green) 
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Figure 3: The meaning of workplace friendship (green), the corresponding axial codes (yellow) and its connection to the implications of 
friendship at work (green) 

Figure 4: Implications of friendship at work (green) and the corresponding axial codes (yellow) 
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4. Results: Lived experiences of friendship  

In the following chapter the results of this study are presented. To gain an understanding of the way 

members make sense of workplace friendship, we first need to set the scene and understand the 

context in which these relationships are developed. Once the organizational culture is contextualized, 

I will zoom in on workplace friendship and describe which meanings members attach to these 

relationships. Finally, I will show in what ways this (sensemaking of) workplace friendship impacts 

members’ organizational life.  

 

4.1. Setting the scene: ‘’Atmosphere is not just a job; it is a way of life’’  

In this sub-section, I illustrate Atmosphere’s culture of fun and freedom. I will show how members 

express notions of organic fun, while management figures make sense of this context in more business-

oriented ways. I will do so by discussing the following themes: Atmosphere’s uniqueness, fun as a 

choice, the fun activities, the process of socialization, and, finally, management’s liberating leadership 

style.   

 

4.1.1. Atmosphere’s ‘uniqueness’  

When you arrive at Atmosphere’s office, its surroundings are not that inspiring. In fact, the office is 

one of many located at an industrial-looking business park. It is not until you reach their floor and open 

the door that you get a glimpse of Atmosphere. In absence of a front desk, or even a welcome sign, 

you walk straight into the office space and become part of their ‘world’. This ‘entering’ experience was 

often mentioned by interviewees as they reflected upon their first impressions: 

 

The vibe I got here! The first time I came in for a job interview, I got ‘hit’ by a small ping-pong ball; so 

that was nice *laughs*! So just the vibe, the people, the way they interacted... (Carol, team business)  

---  

The first thing I noticed was how open it was... that you could see everyone at once. I like that... that 

it is not divided into different office cubes. I liked the fact that I saw many young people. I also noticed 

a dog walking around and approaching me. Not that I am a big fan of dogs *laughs* […], but I did 

find it telling. Uh... and while I was sitting there [in a meeting room for the job interview], I noticed a 

large stack of beer crates, and I thought: ‘oh nice!’ (Michael, team business)  

 

Next to the ping pong table, the office bar stocked with alcoholic beverages, and the observable playful 

interactions between colleagues, one can also (when taking a closer look) notice the ‘messy’ side of 

this office. Rather than a funky colored and modern designed office, as I expected the first time going 
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to this ‘fun office’, Atmosphere can better be described as looking much like a ‘student dorm’. To 

illustrate, like many student homes, it is rather messy (e.g., random costume pieces laying around) 

and, at times, even a bit dirty for my taste (e.g., greasy dishes stacked up in different corners). Another 

thing that reminded me of a typical student home, is the many memories presented in the form of 

numerous pictures and notes on the walls. As this office space is far from any typical ‘sterile’ or modern 

office, I soon too recognized the authentic ‘homey’ feel many members refer to.  

Not only the office space is a reminder of Atmosphere’s ‘student vibe’. Sharon, who had 

started in her role just recently, shared her first impressions as follows:  

 

A very big group [that works here] are still students, so they automatically bring a ‘student vibe’ with 

them [...]. Also, the consumption of alcohol, the parties, they are very much student association-like. 

The type of language used... That are the most important things. First, there are many students. 

Second, the consumption of alcohol. Third, the parties are very casual. Yes, [we are] a student 

association *laughs*. (Sharon, team office)  

 

This young and fun culture is described by many members as a rather unique experience. Although 

most of Atmosphere’s members have little (to no) previous work experience, they often express that 

other organizations are very different from Atmosphere’s ways of doing. Lisa, who has been working 

for Atmosphere for several years, describes in our interview that, although she believes many 

organizations have become more informal over the years, Atmosphere takes it a step further. She 

explains that it is when she tells her non-work friends about, for example, Atmosphere’s parties (and 

observing her friends’ surprised faces) that she realizes she is part of something unique. 

This idea of uniqueness is also stressed by management. In an online introductory video, the 

culture is described as ‘fun’ and ‘exclusive’. In this video a member of management explains that 

Atmosphere is not only ‘’a great place to work’’, but also an exclusive community that distinguishes 

itself from many other organizations. During an office party speech, another member even referred to 

Atmosphere as not just a job, ‘’but a way of life’’.   

 

4.1.2. Fun as a choice   

Having fun at Atmosphere is important to members. For many of them fun is considered to be a reward 

for all the hard work they do. Patrick, who has been with the company for half a decade, and is, in fact, 

a strong promoter of having fun at work, describes this reward ‘system’ in the following way:  

 



 42 

We work really hard, but we are also rewarded heartily through Quarterly Meetings and super fun 

parties that cost a lot of money; but that is a very specific choice (Patrick, team business) 

 

When I ask Richard, a manager, about this ‘work hard play hard’ phenomenon in our interview, he 

explains that he can imagine that people might wonder whether it is truly necessary to pop (and spray) 

bottles of champagne on a Friday afternoon. But this is, according to him, the recipe of their success. 

Celebrating is, in Richard’s perspective, not only a reward for all the hard work they do, but, at the 

same time, a source of ideas, innovations and a solution for (professional) conflicts:   

 

During the evening of the Leadership Team Event, and thus the moment it was time for fun, I think 

many colleagues resolved their professional disagreements [...]. They voiced it and explained why 

they REALLY felt a certain way or really said something... and I think that that increases mutual 

understanding… uh... because people are more honest as compared to a business setting.  

(Richard, team management)  

 

While management shortly doubted whether it would be smart to party amid a two-day formal event 

(as they would have to deal with a hangover the second day), it was a deliberate choice, Richard 

explains. This choice of management to blur the boundaries between work and non-work experiences 

is, thus, a way of loosening up and inviting more of members’ (fun) self (see also Fleming, 2005; Warren 

& Fineman, 2006).  

In fact, when I encountered Richard at one of the bigger office parties, he told me personally 

– again with great enthusiasm – that he just had an inspiring conversation with a member about career 

aspirations. He stressed that this conversation, and being honest about the future, would never have 

been possible in a meeting room. Probably because in a work setting members are more worried about 

the ways being honest could harm, or limit, their career. He stresses that it is during these non-work 

experiences they get to see the person behind the professional role and, thus, the person as an ‘whole’.  

In this way, members are strongly encouraged to just be their authentic selves.  

 

4.1.3. Fun activities  

Next to Richard’s example, numerous activities are organized to promote non-work experiences.  To 

illustrate, before new members embark on their journey at Atmosphere, they receive a welcome 

package. An essential attribute in this welcome package, next to Atmosphere’s merchandise, is a 

hardcopy overview of all weekly non-work activities. Reading this overview, you will know at what time 

members eat breakfast and lunch together, but also that they work-out with a personal trainer on 
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Monday, Wednesday and Thursday, participate in Atmosphere’s soccer team on Monday, play tennis 

together on Tuesday, and ‘slide’ into the weekend together during the ‘vrijmibo’ (a typical Dutch 

abbreviation for having drinks Friday after work). 

Other activities that are facilitated include, among other things, crazy bingo’s, clothing swap 

markets, farewell parties, pop up cocktail bars, and, most importantly, the Quarterly Meeting. 

Although the latter event sounds rather formal, it is - besides management’s short presentation and 

reflection on the past quarter - ‘’one big party’’. The theme and content of the Quarterly Meeting 

change every quarter and remain secret until the very last moment. The only information shared is the 

information that is put in the weekly employee newsletter: 

 

Quarterly Meeting: be there or be square!  

On [date] the second Quarterly Meeting of the year will take place!!! And believe us, you really don't 

want to miss this! Accept the Outlook invitation! (Newsletter #7) 

 

Besides the fact that you know that you must be there, you have no idea what it is you will be doing 

on that specific date. Donald, with whom I met up shortly after one of these Quarterly Meetings, 

expressed his first experience in the following way:  

  

The first time I was a bit shocked…. We had a masked ball in a country house on an estate somewhere 

... not something I expected from a ‘Quarterly Meeting’. But very fun!! (Donald, team office)  

 

Other Quarterly Meetings included, for example, a flower power themed expedition at the beach, an 

outside music festival, and transforming the office into a true old-fashioned casino. During my time at 

Atmosphere, I experienced two of these ‘meetings’ myself in which I got to know the members in a 

very different way and pace. The following personal experience illustrates my first Quarterly Meeting, 

and, in fact, my second day at the office:  

 

Dressed in a Matrix costume that I brought from home, I wait anxiously at Atmosphere’s office. 

Shirley, our appointed team captain, approaches me and asks if I am ready to go. ‘’Yes’’, I say, still 

unsure what it is I should be ready for. She holds an envelope. ‘’Can we already open it’’, I ask. ‘’No’’ 

she briefly responds. I think it is this secrecy that makes me even more nervous. When we arrive at 

the location, which still does not reveal much, Shirley ceremoniously takes the letter from the 

envelope, and starts reading: ‘’I hope you all had a good night sleep…” […] When she finishes, I look 

at the other team members; ‘’So, if I understand it correctly, we must execute a game of Crazy 88, 

while doing a pub crawl… right?’’. Others quietly nod. I had never done such a game before, but from 
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the letter I understand that we must complete as many of the described 88 crazy assignments as 

possible. Some assignments like eating lemons are only worth one point, but jumping in the canal 

would give us a great advantage as we can earn twenty points. We walk towards the first pub, and 

the vibe is still a bit awkward. Although we are now aware of what it is we will be doing, I still feel 

unsure what I am getting myself into… 

 

…Willem is the first to take the lead, and while we have not even arrived at the first pub, he states 

that he will ’sacrifice’ himself and do the first one. He takes the balloon out of the envelope and starts 

inflating it with his mouth. ‘’What is the goal?’’, I ask rather confused. ‘’It must burst in his face’’, 

someone responds while spectating Willem. Then it bursts, and almost immediately Shirley goes 

‘’OMG I am such a loser, I did not get the ending on tape’’. We all start laughing, and the vibe loosens 

up. We get the hang of it, and once we arrive at the first pub, we have already completed five 

different assignments. Beers are ordered, and I notice the vibe changing. We are chatting, and the list 

with crazy assignments, that appeared to be rather scary at first, is now extensively studied. ‘’Oh, I 

can pose in a shop window and declare my love to a stranger’’, I hear myself saying. We continue our 

journey through the city center, order drinks at different bars, and each member takes a turn in 

executing an assignment. While doing so, we encounter the other teams that are easily recognizable 

because of their crazy costumes…  

 

…I meet most of them, and rather than shaking hands as I did in the office, I now get hugs, and 

compliments about my costume. We end up in a pub where many other teams have already 

gathered. I chat with several of them. With some I discuss the evening and joke about the crazy 

assignments, with others I have more personal conversations. Out of the blue someone asks me 

‘’would you take the red or the blue pill?’’. I am confused and have no idea what he is referring to. 

‘’You are from the Matrix, right?’’, referring to my costume. I start laughing. ‘’Well do you take a red 

or blue pill… do you choose ignorance or an unsettling life-changing truth?’’, he repeats. Before I 

know it, we have a heated discussion on what it is you should pursue in life. While many stay behind 

partying, I decide to call it a night and take an Uber home. Sitting in the back of the car, I reflect on 

the day of craziness. I realize that it is quite interesting that I have gotten to know most of my new 

colleagues quite well, but that I have no idea what it is they actually do at Atmosphere, at least not 

professionally… (Vignette, February 2022) 

 

It is worth noting here that alcohol plays an important part in most of these activities. No matter the 

event, as for example Lisa explained during the interview, they are most often associated with partying, 

drinking, and joking around. Also in written communication, when, for example, an event is 
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announced, members are instructed to block the ‘day after’ for any possible ‘’aftershocks’’, or in other 

words, hangovers. According to different members, alcohol is part of Atmosphere’s culture, and plays, 

in fact, an important role in ‘allowing’ people to be who they ‘truly’ are:  

 

You must observe it... on a Friday everyone is working and then at five, when the alcoholic beverages 

come out, then everyone, or at least many, make a switch from their professional role to their private 

self. (Sharon, team office) 

 

This idea is illuminated when Albert, who has been with Atmosphere for only a few months, explained 

to me that he has not shown much of himself yet, except when he was at the ‘vrijmibo’. He explains it 

was when he had a few drinks, his ‘’true nature kicked in’’. Consuming alcoholic beverages is, then, 

associated with a relaxation of the professional role and, in effect, showing the ‘true’ self (with the 

paradox that they have to drink for that). I myself became more aware of this alcohol-fuelled drinking 

culture when I went out for dinner with my own team, and observed the night unfold:  

 

We went to a new restaurant and only when we arrived and looked at the menu, we found out no 

alcoholic beverages were served. I was surprised by how ‘shocked’ the others were, and how alcohol 

turned out to be strongly associated with having fun. Someone even joked about sneaking in a bottle 

of alcohol from the supermarket. Sharon, with whom I discussed the evening afterwards, explains 

that the evening was nice, but that she noticed how the conversations remained rather work-related. 

It was, indeed, only when we went to a bar and consumed some cocktails, that no one talked about 

work anymore… (Based on: fieldnotes March 2022) 

 
4.1.4. Socialization  

The rapid growth of Atmosphere as well as the many fun non-work events that were cancelled during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, has made it more difficult to ’protect’ this culture of fun. Despite these 

changes, or perhaps because of these changes, the Human Resources team has put much effort into 

the socialization of new members. The ‘bingo card’ new members must complete (e.g., bring your 

colleague a beer or share an embarrassing story) is a great example of this socialization.  

How easily members go through this phase of socialization, tells us much about the 

organization’s ‘ideal type of employee’; often referred to as “Atmosphere’s type”. This idea of the 

‘ideal’ type became especially evident when I observed the integration process of new members who 

just started on their job, such as Charles and Christopher:  
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While Charles, an outgoing and confident extravert, easily connected with others and soon played a 

prominent role at the lunch table, Christopher, a rather shy introvert, was alone more often and 

seemed to have more difficulties in accommodating to this new ‘world’. Christopher appeared to feel 

more awkward and ‘out of place’. (Based on: fieldnotes March 2022) 

 

This observation contrasts with Atmosphere’s discourse of just ‘being yourself’ and celebrating the 

organization’s values on your own terms. While Monica (a manager) stressed that Atmosphere’s core 

values (laughter, drive, growth, openness, impact and activation) should be open to members own 

interpretations and ‘celebrated’ on their own terms, different members repeatedly referred to the 

‘ideal’ type. And indeed, in an anonymous diversity and inclusivity survey organized by non-

management members, different respondents stated that Atmosphere is inclusive, but only under the 

condition that you ‘conform’ to this social ideal type: 

 

A strong character, big mouth, bit crazy, loves to drink and party. 

Loves to drink and can take a joke. (Ruth, team Office) 

 

4.1.5. Liberating leadership   

At the same time, members explained how they feel free at Atmosphere in terms of expressing 

themselves through informal clothing, pursuing their own passions (e.g., enrolling in an external study 

course), independently managing their own projects, arranging flexible work schedules, and, most 

noticeably, the way they organize their own fun.   

To stress, the organized activities as described in the previous sub-sections are not 

‘manufactured’ by a team of managers (as in e.g., Fleming, 2005; Warren & Fineman, 2006), but they 

are, in fact, initiated and organized by members themselves. So, while management finances these 

efforts, the activities and non-work experiences are an expression of their freedom, ideas and, thus, 

their organic fun (see also Bolton & Houlihan 2009; Georgranta & Montgomery, 2019). In fact, as Ruth 

explains in the interview, management does not play an active role in this organization, but most often 

just lets is happen:   

 

I organized the last Quarterly Meeting...not because I was asked to... but because nothing was 

organized yet. So [co-worker name] and I were just like 'oh shall we do it, because we like to do it'. [...] 

They [management] find it convenient, ‘chill’ and just fine. (Ruth, team office) 
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In this way, management employs a rather liberating leadership style (see also Picard & Islam, 2019) 

and is very much focused on giving members space, and ‘allowing’ them to organize, explore, and just 

‘do their thing’. Monica, a newly appointed manager, illustrates this leadership style when she 

explained during the interview that management is placed ‘in between’ members (rather than ‘above’ 

them) and, in this equal role, lets members take their own initiative. Management is, in this manner, 

not perse ‘absent’, but rather a bit more ‘distant’ (taking a step back to create space) (Picard & Islam, 

2019) and, only when necessary, facilitating. As Carol put it during our interview:  

 

They [management] do not impose anything. They more often ask an open question: ‘what can we do 

for you?’ (Carol, team business)  

 

This “laissez-faire approach” and the invitation to just do and be yourself seems to be a strategic choice 

in Atmosphere’s sales and profit focused business context where social skills are of important value. 

As mentioned before, Richard had often expressed during our encounters that having fun is not just a 

reward, it is a source of (business) value. In fact, in order to bond with Atmosphere’s client, skills like 

adaptability and persuasiveness, but most importantly authenticity, play an important part. Carol, who 

works in sales, explains this idea of showing your ‘true’ self towards a client in the following way:   

 

Sometimes, when I am not feeling well, I just say [to the client] 'sorry I am a bit tired' and people 

really understand that. If you are honest about that, people also really feel that... […] People might 

have the feeling that you are just a salesperson and if you also behave that way... then people won't 

do it, or they won't trust it. (Carol, team business)  

 

Interestingly, Carol explicitly mentions the importance of being authentic in order to make a sale. 

When I myself became part of the learning and development team, I saw how members are not only 

encouraged to show themselves through non-work experiences (e.g., the parties), but also in more 

‘formal’ ways:   

 

The Human Resources Manager had asked me to be part of the learning and development team, and 

to focus specifically on the design of the ‘Personal Selling’ training. I was excited and soon I came 

across many interesting sales theories describing the importance of purpose and (moral) conviction. 

In April, I was asked to give this training to both full-time and part-time members. While I was full of 

enthusiasm in my role as this trainer, it was not until a later stage, and analyzing this training in a 

different way, that I realized I, too, asked members to invest much of their private self (e.g., explain 

and use their conviction and their purpose in life) for organizational ends (e.g., how to use this 
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conviction to persuade the client). (Based on: fieldnotes April 2022) 

 

Atmosphere hence profits from the way employees perform in an authentic and ‘true’ manner 

(Husted, 2021). Atmosphere’s celebration and invitation of just ‘being you’ is, therefore, an example 

of what Fleming and Sturdy (2009; 2011) refer to as neo-normative control. Similar to Fleming and 

Sturdy ideas, social skills that come from members’ private self, which are evoked in experiences of 

fun and freedom, are ‘captured’ and serve the profit-related motives of the organization. Important to 

note here is that, while management explicitly expressed to evoke and capture this value of 

authenticity (think of Richard), I do not state, or feel, that it is a deliberate act of ‘power’ (or 

‘exploitation’), but rather a certain way of organizing. 

This (new) way of organization, however, is not ‘neutral’, or always mutually beneficial (see 

also e.g., Fleming, 2005; Fleming & Sturdy, 2009; Leighton, 2020), and comes with implications. 

Members, for example, often used the interviews to critique management for its ‘’unprofessionalism’’. 

Ruth for example finds it bizarre that job evaluations were often done in the midst of having a beer. 

But also Christian, Lisa and Ashley commented on the fact that management should ‘’man up’’, as their 

fun and liberated ways of doing, results in ambiguity and chaos, which could, in turn, potentially harm 

its members.  

With this study, I am particularly interested in the implications coming from the informal 

relationships that develop in this fun and free environment, therefore the following sections will be 

focusing on workplace friendship.  

 

4.2. Making sense of workplace friendship: ‘’A place where colleagues easily become friends’’  

Because of this organizational culture, which is thus strongly based on the idea of pursuing fun and 

freedom, the ‘architecture’ is provided for members to connect with other members on a different 

basis. In Atmosphere’s case this connection has often led to the development of friendship. In fact, 

when I expressed to different members that I wanted to look into workplace friendship, each of them 

emphasized that Atmosphere is the place to do so. 

 Looking into Atmosphere, you will come across this friendship notion in many ways. Not only 

does the organization display friendships on, for example, social media platforms by posting pictures 

with the text ‘’friendship can be found here’’, they also note in their job vacancies that ‘’friendship 

naturally arises in the workplace’’. Even in official employee communication the idea of workplace 

friendship is stressed:   
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In February, Matthew and Kenneth joined our team as enthusiastic interns. We often see them 

playing ping-pong and during lunch they usually sit next to each other. The duo is clearly thick as 

thieves. Both Matthew and Kenneth study […] and they are even in the same study year. But the two 

only became close friends during their internship at Atmosphere. Now they are inseparable and 

friends for life! (Newsletter #19) 

 

By zooming in on the way members make sense of the way friendship develops, as well as the activities 

work friends undertake, I will shine light on what friendship means to members themselves.  

  

4.2.1. Making sense of the development of workplace friendship: the transition from work to private  

I was curious to learn how the described and observed friendships had started. Already from my first 

day at Atmosphere it was relatively ‘easy’ to figure out who were friends and who were not. In fact,  

I just listened to who called whom a friend, and observe who met up with whom (e.g., during a party 

or at the ping-pong table). As ‘easy’ as it was for me to observe these friendships, as difficult it was for 

members to then put their relationships into words. Friendship, a taken-for-granted relationship (see 

also Grey & Sturdy, 2007) which often “just happens” and is “just there”’, was often referred to as a 

‘’vibe’’ or a certain “feeling”.  

But even though the development of workplace friendship is strongly encouraged and even 

‘facilitated’ at Atmosphere, different interviewees pointed out that friendship is not something you 

can have with “just anyone”. Lisa explained that she needs to feel “at ease” and match personality-

wise with another person, while others mentioned the need for mutual interests, trust, respect, 

appreciation, or the idea of sharing specific norms and values. When reflecting upon the process of 

how a workplace friendship develops, Christian pointed to a change in relational dynamics:  

 

You notice it a little bit already when you've had, say, an evening together and you say 

goodbye and you give each other a hand or a hug, or whatever. With some people that's kind of more 

‘intimate’ than with others. Intimate as in you just feel if you just have a good vibe or connection with 

someone… I think. (Christian, team business)  
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In line with this observation, I recognized one shared understanding among members’ friendship 

narratives. This understanding, as displayed in figure 5, shows how they made sense of the 

development of friendship as a transition from a professional to a more personal relationship which is 

advanced through talking about more private things that happen outside of work and/or by engaging 

in (self-organized) non-work activities. Sharing personal matters or meeting a co-worker in ‘private’ 

was often framed as getting to know the ’whole’ person, thus allowing for a different relational quality 

which people often referred to as friendship.  
 

 

Sharon described this process in the following way:   

 

And I think that transition [towards a friendship] comes when you kind of let go of that [work] and 

you start talking a little bit about each other's personal lives and you start talking about hobbies that 

you like, and you find out that you kind of have the same hobby and eventually you might do 

something together. So, I really think the moment you let go of those work conversations and really 

get a little more... a little more in depth in terms of conversation… (Sharon, team office) 

 

What differs, however, for members is the frequency (how often this cycle is repeated) and the depth 

of the process. In this way, there is not a standard for friendship (Allan, 1989) nor does it develop 

through unified and identifiable events (Sias & Cahill, 1998). To illustrate, while Ruth stresses that it is 

the moment she meets someone outside work that she soon feels ‘’oh we friends’’, members like 

Michael had emphasized that the process of developing a friendship takes much more time and 

repetition in, for example, pursuing non-work activities.  

Interesting to note is that, in general, it is the non-work context that underlies the different 

friendship explanations. It then important to realize that organizations are not merely ‘containers’ in 

which friendships happens to take place (Sias & Cahill, 1998). Atmosphere’s strong focus on the fun 

Figure 5: Members’ sensemaking of workplace friendship development  
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and freedom as experienced in the non-work context may have, in a way, strongly influenced these 

developments.  

In fact, the organizational ways of doing (see figure 2) can be connected to each of the 

friendship boxes (see figure 5). First, ‘’getting to know someone’’ happens rather ‘naturally’ as a 

member is exposed to other members, either work-related or in one of the non-work experiences. In 

other words, this physical proximity is naturally organized. Second, the culture of fun and freedom 

facilitates space for, and encourages, non-work communication as well as (self-organized) non-work 

activities. Third, similar to what Richard had argued in our multiple encounters, it is, indeed, when 

going through these non-work experiences, that a different side, or at least more, of the person is 

evoked, and displayed. Consequently, according to members’ sensemaking, a level of friendship is 

‘reached’.   

 
4.2.2. Making sense of friendship enactments: ‘’These are my real friends’’ 

During the interviews, members compared the differences in ‘being co-workers’ and ‘being friends’ to 

demarcate the different relationships. Carol, for example, explains that, while she shares much 

personal information with her colleagues already, it is only her work friends that really know about 

specific personal situations. Similarly, Ruth explains the differences in the relationship in the following 

manner:  

 

During the ‘start of the week meeting’ you tell [others] what you did over the weekend... but then 

with one person […], that is then outside the meeting… then we REALLY discuss our weekend… 

*laughs*. So, then I said in the meeting ‘’well, I had a party’’ […], but then we go ‘’well did you do this, 

did you discuss this, my grandmother is in the hospital’’. So, then we go for a stroll, and then it is not 

like ‘’bladiebla’’, but really; you know; what is going on in each other’s life, and you really have an 

interest in one another… (Ruth, team office)  

 

As the previous sub-section shows, friendship is constantly enacted rather than fixed (Bell & Coleman, 

1999; Rumens, 2016). Turning to these ‘friendship practices’ I could often overhear colleagues (read 

friends) at Atmosphere talking about meeting up for dinner, making plans for the weekend or even 

holidays.   

At times I was also a bit surprised about the scope of these self-organized activities. Two co-

workers, for example, had decided to share an apartment together and others talked about travelling 

around the world. But also, within the workspace itself, members express that friendship is about 

putting in ‘’something extra’’. As Lisa explains friendship is about ‘’making time’’ for each other and 

going, for example, for a walk. So, beyond a collegial and friendly ‘vibe’ among co-works, friendship 
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adds an extra dimension. But what does this showing of the ‘whole’ self and putting in this extra work, 

then, mean for members work life?  

 

4.3. Implications: what is means to be this ‘whole’ self at work  

From the described results, we now understand that the space for workplace friendship – a 

relationship which is made sense of as showing more of the self – is informed by the organization’s 

culture and plays an important role in inviting the ‘whole’ self. But what does this mean? In the 

following section I aim to answer this question by zooming in on the implications, members’ expressed 

feelings, and different observed ‘coping’ strategies.    

 

4.3.1. Blurring boundaries: private in work means work in private  

 

[…] this week is an intense week for her, uh... and I find it very pleasant that we can have a talk about 

it, offer to take something off her plate... take it easy. And then it's nice to... that you do have that 

relationship that you can go a little deeper into it.. (Cynthia, team office) 

 

Knowing the ‘private’ other and, in turn, being aware and taking something off their plate, as Cynthia 

explains, is just ‘’something friends do’’. While one could wonder if this support is specifically 

connected to friendship or perhaps just a matter of ‘collegiality’, for Atmosphere’s members friendship 

reinforces the idea of helping each other out and going the ‘extra mile’. This is actually one of the best 

things about workplace friendship, as Patrick explains. Patrick recognizes, however, that ‘’helping each 

other out’’ does have its pitfalls, namely: the struggle of saying ‘no’:   

 

… sometimes it's hard to say no. I can do it business-wise, I say no to everyone externally, but I do find 

it difficult to say no to people who I also see as friends (Patrick, team business)  

 

Likewise, Sara explains during the group interview that she is often conflicted when a friend asks her 

to do something outside of working hours. She explains that while she often thinks ‘’I will do that for 

a friend’’ she, at the same time, thinks ‘’ yes, but no… I am actually not working’’  

This is an illustration of a conflict of roles. Members are conflicted because they do not only 

respond from a work role, but also from their role as friends. Both Patrick and Sara explain they find it 

hard to say no, because they are conflicted to whom, and from which role, they say no. To put it in 

another way, friendship comes with moral obligations to help out a friend. So, while one could 
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‘normally’ draw boundaries and ‘protect’ oneself, these boundaries are now ‘sacrificed’ in the name 

of friendship.  

I could also observe the idea of overstepping boundaries in some ‘transgressive behavior’ in 

the form of jokes which some felt were “just not okay” and even made them feel uncomfortable. I, 

too, was a bit surprised when I came a across a ‘funny’ comment in the employee’s newsletter:  

 

I did not know I could have so much fun being a Nazi and checking up on people! Delightful! No all 

jokes aside, I am very happy with my new team… (Newsletter #9) 

 

Bringing in the ‘private’ self and making ‘jokes’ among friends, did not always resonate well in the 

professional setting. In fact, the results of the anonymous survey on diversity and inclusivity display 

how certain discriminatory or sexist jokes were seen as “going too far”.  

This confliction becomes even more complex when Christian explains in our interview that this 

confliction in roles is also evident for Atmosphere’s counselors:   

 

I cannot imagine that it always goes well if the counselor is from Atmosphere… […] you could have the 

feeling that that person is going to tell your ‘shit’ to another colleague at the ‘vrijmibo’...  

(Christian, team business) 

 

The blurring of professional and private roles also resulted in (the experience of) nepotism within 

Atmosphere, which became of point of critique:  

 

I do think that more people are unconsciously, perhaps consciously, being favored. Uh... although I do 

not think you are favored purely on the basis that you get along well with the boss... but it is a 

connection that can help you a lot and I have noticed that myself. And it is a connection that helped 

me because I was good with my boss.... Which is why, when I was working part-time, I got a lot of 

nice tasks, this was because I dealt with my boss in a certain way… and had a big mouth.  

(Ruth, team office)  

 

Nepotism also became a topic of discussion in both group interviews. Peter embarked on the topic and 

explained that it is obvious that some get more opportunities because they happen to be friends with 

the ‘right’ people. He also commented on the demotivational effect, as well as the idea that it not 

something you can just openly talk about:   
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Sara (team office):  Yes, sometimes I also think: oh new people... okay? Why? And then I 

hear the reason and then I think; oooh you know one of.... 

Peter (team office):  There's not much talk about it either... you just have to keep your 

mouth shut.  

Sara (team office):  Yes, and so that is... also exactly what Jack says; you do not dare 

because you think: otherwise... 

 

When I ask manager Richard about nepotism, he, indeed, explains that he has been accused of 

favoritism. In contrast to this, Richard feels that he has never been ‘guilty’ of promoting members on 

the bases of friendship. While this may be, or not be, the case is hard to say or ‘prove’. What is more 

important to stress here is that there are members that do make sense of their environment, and thus 

showing the ‘private’ self, in this way.  

Richard does recognize that managers struggle with being objective. Either because they ‘’do 

not see it objectively because they cannot see past the informal relationship’’ or because it is difficult 

to critique friends, he explains.  

In the conflict of work and friend roles, friendship often ‘wins’ (see also De Prins & Segers, 

2015). Ashley explained to me during an informal conversation that members rather avoid difficult 

conversations as they are afraid to harm their personal relationship. Jose made a similar statement 

during the group interview when he explained that he is afraid to disagree as he does not want that to 

influence his friendships. Sara’s story during this same group interview is an illustration of this conflict 

in roles:   

 

She is also a friend of mine, and then we kind of had a fight about something work related... and she 

was just really blunt, and I was blunt too... but I could not see that as: this is work and we are still 

friends, you know. I was like: are we still friends, is she angry, can I still come to her birthday?... Was I 

twelve years old? No, I was an adult... but that is what I find hard. That it is then... work and private... 

that I cannot really keep it separated when I work with my friends. (Sara, team office)  

 

4.3.2. The ‘’Social Core’’: It is up to the individual   

 

I meet up with Don and Shirley at the office bar. We have a beer together, and we chit chat.  

‘’Are you in?’’, Don all of the sudden asks me. Rather confused by this random question, I ask what he 

means. Shirley joins him and repeats the question ‘’Are you in?’’ Still confused, I ask whether it 

concerns anything I should do tonight, as I already have other plans. Both Don and Shirley explain I do 
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not have to worry as it is not something that happens tonight. As I want to go along in their fun, as I 

had been doing from my start at Atmosphere, I say ‘’yes, of course’’. They both look satisfied as if I 

had given the right answer. ‘’What is it we are going to do?’’, I ask. ’’You will join us during our 

weekend away this summer’’, Don explains. I feel confused… what weekend away… and, at the same 

time, I feel somewhat proud: I am invited. I ask ‘’with whom are we going’’. ‘’Oh, just with every one 

of the group really’’, Don clarifies. (Vignette, February 2022)  

 

This is a personal illustration of one of the first times I heard about ‘the group’, which I later found out 

to be the social ‘’core’’ of Atmosphere. This core is a literal translation from a Dutch expression ‘harde 

kern’ and refers to the group of friends that is close as knit, and, therefore, assumably hard to ‘enter’. 

Ruth, who is part of this same core, explains the group in the following way:  

 

I think members of the core... are people who have been working here longer, people who very 

quickly became close, are friends.... It is not necessarily that people say 'you are the core and you are 

not'... but I have an idea who is more in it, and who is less. We also have for example... have gone 

away for the weekend [...]. I would call that the core (Ruth, team office)  

 

Fascinated by her explanation, I asked Ruth during our interview how members become part of this 

‘’core’’. Although slightly uncomfortable by the fact that I zoom in on this topic, Ruth continues to 

explain that it ‘helps’ if you have been working for Atmosphere for some time, and that you are present 

in non-work contexts. To put it differently, she explains, how ‘’well you do’’ at, for example, ‘vrijmibo’s, 

and parties. If you are not part of these non-work experiences, or simply not there enough, then you 

are ‘’just a colleague’’. In our interview, Patrick had referred to Michael as a role model for becoming 

part of the core. Michael is part of the soccer team, present at the ‘vrijmibo’s’ and does not have a 9 

to 5 mentality, Patrick motivates. When I ask others in the interviews about this ‘’core’’ it was 

interesting to notice that different members often referred to management as this group of friends. 

Likewise, Ruth admits that, if you want to be part of this ‘’core’’, it helps if you get along with ‘’the 

boss’’. 

In my interview with Albert, I noticed his frustration about the idea of ‘’gaining access’’ to the 

‘’core’’. When I had asked him to visualize Atmosphere in term of its friendship, he explains the 

structure works like a pyramid (see figure 6). At the top you have the ‘’core’’, and then you have more 

and more members, but they belong less and less. And if you are new, Albert explains, you will 

generally start at the bottom and then you can work your way up. In Albert’s view this pyramid should 

be turned around. Rather than an exclusive elite group, the biggest group should feel like they belong, 

he explains.  
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Starting at the bottom, and working your way up in this ‘pyramid’, was an experience different 

members had told me about:  

 

I was very nervous at the beginning at Atmosphere: everyone was getting on SO well, and I thought: 

how am I going to fit into this group? People who already know each other so well, and who have 

such a good time together, and then I come in as an outsider... And I think that... I have heard that 

from more people... that you think 'geez everyone here is getting along so well'... that maybe you feel 

even more distanced at the beginning. And that for some people it is easier than for others to work 

your way through… [the core] (Lisa, team office)  

 

Also, Ashley explains during the interview that she felt like she was intruding a very close group of 

friends. She told me she often explained to her non-work friends that she struggled with being a part 

of ‘it’.  While Lisa and Ashley eventually ‘succeeded’ in ‘’belonging’’, there are also members that may 

feel excluded from this ‘’core’’. Exclusion then goes in rather subtle ways, and it took me much time 

to figure out how this was then ‘done’. Especially as the culture is so open, and Atmosphere takes a 

rather ‘facilitating’ role, it seems like:   

 

It is very difficult not to have friends at Atmosphere (Peter, team office)  

 

Figure 6: Members’ sensemaking of the social ‘’core’’ 
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Being there myself, helped me understand that observing other ‘friendship enactments’, and not 

participating in these, is already a way of feeling excluded. This idea was illustrated when I overheard 

a rather big group of friends talking about the house that they were going to rent for their weekend 

trip. I could not help but look around and see who else heard it and who would, perhaps, feel excluded 

by not being invited to join. While not everyone may want to become part of this ‘’core’’, I started to 

wonder how different interpretations of fun may play a role in this exclusion (see also Plester et al., 

2015), and I asked Richard (a manager) about it during our interview:  

   

Richard (team management):  We try to do something for everyone. That's through parties and 

alcohol; because that works for a lot of people, but that can also be 

through sports, or indeed through other activities.... 

I:     But what if you are not a fan of alcohol nor a fit girl... what is left?  

Richard (team management):  Then it becomes very difficult *laughs*.  

 

In this way members that deviate from Atmosphere’s ‘ideal’, a person who enjoys to party and work 

out, are excluded from this non-work context. I myself observed this exclusion in real time when I 

encountered Christopher – a new member I had earlier referred to as shy and introvert – at his first 

Quarterly Meeting. He was standing by himself when I walked towards him. I had asked him whether 

he was enjoying himself, and his simple response was ‘’no, I am not’’. This was just not ‘’his thing’’, he 

motivated. This would be his first, and final, Quarterly Meeting. For Christopher the party and the 

music were simply not his thing, but also members that do not drink alcohol because of, for example, 

religious or personal reasons are automatically excluded from such organized events.  

But even if others do want to join this type of fun, there are (self-organized) events for which 

you first need to be invited:  

 

You do have to be asked [to come along], yes that is right. That can be a little... that could potentially 

be unpleasant if you do want to be asked… but nobody asks you. But honestly, if you are super keen, 

and you are not asked, and you say to me 'hey I hear that there is something of an Atmosphere 

weekend, but private... can you tell me something more about that...' and you still want to join, then 

you may also tag along. But if you do not take initiative, and you are not asked, then yes, you could 

potentially miss out (Patrick, team business)   

  

In this same interview he explains that it is ‘’up to the person’’, and that they are not critical to who 

they allow to join, but that the person needs to show some keenness to participate. As Atmosphere’s 

culture is fun, free and open, and its ways of social exclusion are hard to grasp, members often say 
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that if you want to join, you can. In effect, members that do not ‘’succeed’’ in developing these 

friendships, feel like they have failed:  

 

So, if you cannot develop a workplace friendship… like if everyone has that, and you fail, I think it can 

be experienced as 'hey I do not belong here'. (Anthony, team business) 

 

Anthony admitted feeling nervous embarking on his job at Atmosphere as he was afraid to fail. 

‘’Luckily’’, he explains, he did ‘succeed’, made friends and blended right in.  

Christian and Sharon, who did not ‘succeed’ in developing (many) workplace friendships, 

critically reflect on themselves during the interviews. To illustrate, Christian explained that he did not 

develop these relationships as he did not make (enough) time for non-work activities, as he is already 

quite occupied outside office hours with his own sport activities. Sharon, in turn, explains that she is 

only present at Atmosphere for a few days a week and not there for every ‘vrijmibo’. Sharon ‘jokes’ 

and explains: ‘’or maybe I am just a horrible person... I do not know’’. 

 

4.3.3. Contradicting feelings of fun, insecurities, and pressure  

Based on my observations of conflicting roles, feelings of exclusion as well as the idea that friendship, 

just like other forms of success and recognition, is something to be ‘earned’ in a meritocratic logic, I 

noticed feelings of insecurity and pressure among Atmosphere’s members.    

Ashley, for example, explained that she is not a very extravert person, and she was afraid that 

she would not be ‘enough’, and others would find her behavior passive. In the same fashion, some 

members express a pressure to ‘perform’:  

 

… the first time I came here: I was like… oh wow, wait a minute; everyone is such a smooth talker, and 

the emphasis is on having a good time. And then some days you think ‘I do not want to’... But then 

there is a certain pressure: I have to be 'on' so that you can make those connections for the future. 

And not for the future in terms of a professional network, but for you to have fun in your work.  

(Cynthia, team office)  

 

Similarly, Donna explained that, although it is fun, she had found her start at Atmosphere ‘’quite 

intense’’. She experienced pressure to put in much effort. During my interview with Ashley, in which I 

specifically zoomed in on these feelings of pressure and intrusion, I asked her whether it felt like ’extra 

work’ to belong, she responded:  
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Uh... yes, I think... that is also funny... I was with a colleague... we had said to each other: actually, we 

should come along [on the weekend trip]... to get to know people better who are in that group. To 

sort of get through to the core.... (Ashley, team office) 

 

She later explains it was, indeed, because of this participation and ‘putting in the work’ she succeeded: 

‘‘I think if I had not gone along on this weekend trip... I would still feel the same‘’. I found this an 

interesting expression as this is in contrast with both management discourse, as well as academic 

literature (e.g., Carrier, 1999), that defines friendship as an internal spontaneous sentiment free from 

any demands.  

In a later stage of the interview, I asked her what would happen if I myself would express that 

I do not want to join the Quarterly Meeting. She responded that she did not know as she had never 

experienced someone expressing their unwillingness to participate. Perhaps because they do not dare 

too, she adds. This idea of pressure is important to stress, especially as the underlying message is that 

if you are not fun, ‘friendship potential’ or likeable, you fail in belonging to Atmosphere. In fact, being 

a ‘party-pooper’ is considered to be the worst ‘crime’ you can commit (see also Cederström & Fleming, 

2012), Patrick explains:  

 

I find people who… when there was a Quarterly Meeting, I heard someone say ’I cannot be there I 

already have other plans’... and then I thought ’So, you really do not get it’. I myself have never 

missed a Quarterly Meeting, seriously. I just look at the quarter... two weeks after a quarter, I never 

take days off. Because I know there is a Quarterly Meeting. It is by far the most important thing. 

(Patrick, team business). 

 

4.3.4. Coping mechanisms: conforming and protecting the self 

Members deal with these feelings of insecurities and pressure in different ways. In particular I observed 

the following three strategies of ‘coping’, namely 1) conforming, 2) protecting the private self, 3) 

protecting the professional self.  

When pursuing the strategy of conforming, I noticed how different members, especially the 

ones that talked about ‘’blending in’’, ‘’succeeding’’, and ‘’getting to the core’’ were actively trying to 

fit into Atmosphere’s norm. Ruth, who (not per se proudly) identified with this ‘ideal’ type, made a 

similar observation:  

 

We act like there's a lot of freedom, we act like there's a lot of space, but you actually have to 

be: so, so, so, so, and so. (Ruth, team office) 
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As an example of how members tried to protect their private self, Lisa - like others - expressed how 

she is a bit more careful with work friends as in what it is she shares. While she is ‘’watching her words’’ 

with most of her workplace friends, she ‘’throws everything out’’ when it concerns her ‘’normal’’ 

friends.  

 Also, Michael, who refers to these non-work friends as his ‘’real friends’’, stresses that, 

although he likes to share, some matters he likes to keep to himself and his non-work friends. Albert 

uses this same protection mechanism, and, in addition to being afraid of showing too much of himself 

too soon, he wanted to protect his private time:  

 

So, if I decide on a Friday afternoon to do a game of ping pong or whatever, that could mean that 

someone else is going to work on Sunday... but no... that is MY Sunday. So, I want to get my work 

done in the time that is given to me and for which I am getting paid. (Albert, team business)  

 

Jack underscores this idea of protecting the private time during a group interview when he notes that 

he had often seen Atmosphere’s members being occupied with work in their private time. As he 

worries about the effects of such blurred work/private life, like ‘’loosing yourself’’ and risking a ‘’burn-

out’’, he underscores the importance of protecting the private self.  

Likewise, some members at Atmosphere also expressed the ambition of protecting their 

professional self. Monica, a recently appointed manager, employs such strategy. She explains that the 

moment she steps out of the work context, her management role disappears, and she becomes ‘’just 

Monica’’. To achieve her business goals, she feels she must protect her professional role and create 

distance. This distance is not possible when she is her ‘whole’ self, and therefore she decides to 

participate less actively in Atmosphere’s non-work context than she used to do in her non-

management role.   

But also, Ruth, who plays an active part in these non-work experiences, feels she must protect 

her professional role when conducting her work:  

 

Some of my colleagues are too social [in their work]... I do not like that. That is unnecessary to me. I 

do not think you always have to throw in a smiley face and say 'hiiiiiiiii' in an email. I think... I find it 

more pleasant to work with a certain sense of professionalism. (Ruth, team office)  

 

This protection of the professional self can also be connected to members’ feelings of dignity, and the 

idea of being taken seriously in the work they do (see also Fleming, 2005; Warren & Fineman, 2006). 

Sara, for example, explains she often just wants to get down to work:  



 61 

 

I find it very annoying... the blurring of boundaries... that sometimes you really want to have a work 

meeting and fix things, and then the whole personal life is brought to the table... That you think: 'okay 

we can also talk about that'... and then we talk about very personal matters, but then I think: 'I also 

just want to get work done'. Sometimes it is so much fun here… come on: let's get to work! (Sara, 

team office)  
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5. Discussion and conclusion: Performative friendship    

In the following chapter I move the presented results into an analytical discussion. Analyzing the results 

through a critical sensemaking lens, will help us understand what the development of workplace 

friendship – a relationship built upon the ‘whole’ self – means for the individual, organizational control, 

and society at large. I specifically illustrate my ideas through the lens of biopower and, in this way, 

conceptually develop the term performative friendship. Finally, I explore directions for further research 

and make some concluding remarks. 

 

5.1. The individual: the flipside of workplace friendship   

As the result chapter shows, the organizational non-work context of fun and freedom plays an 

important role in informing the development of workplace friendship. This becomes especially evident 

when analyzing members’ sensemaking of friendship. As most explain, it is through the non-work 

context - as promoted by Atmosphere’s culture - that more of the self is shown, a connection is 

established, and a level of friendship is ‘achieved’. With their friends they can, then, ‘let go’ and share 

their ‘whole’ selves.   

Following members’ sensemaking also helps us understand that these relationships are not 

fixed and are continuously (re)developed through friendship enactments. These enactments include 

the continuation of pursuing non-work experiences and putting in ‘something’ extra. I, therefore, 

observed that this notion of showing the ‘whole’ self, and seeing more of the other, is neither fixed 

nor ever ‘finished’, but rather continuously evoked. For some members even to a point that boundaries 

between work and home are rather nonexistent, and little of the ‘private’ self remains private.  

Showing more of the self in the work context is not without implications, however. As the 

results show, members were often conflicted as they did not only respond from, and to, a professional 

role, but also from their role as friends. So, while one could normally draw boundaries between the 

work and non-work context, these boundaries were often ‘sacrificed’ at Atmosphere in the name of 

friendship. In some cases, members also made sense of these conflicting roles as nepotism (being 

favored on the basis of friendship) and transgressive (friendship ‘behavior’ that felt inappropriate in 

the work setting).  

 Workplace friendship also resulted in experiences of social exclusion. As most friends at 

Atmosphere form a strong social ‘’core’’, (new) members often talked about doing their best to ‘’get 

through’’ and ‘’belong’’. Members that did not ‘succeed’ in developing these friendships are, in this 

way, socially excluded. While it is difficult to say whether this exclusion has any professional 

consequences (e.g., think about the different views on nepotism), we can imagine how the social self 

may suffer. As Sharon ‘joked’: ‘’maybe I am just a horrible person... I do not know’’.  
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Underlying this idea is the discourse that is up to members themselves to belong. In other 

words, if you do not belong socially, the workplace is not the problem, it’s you. As Atmosphere is so 

open, free, and fun, it is (almost) impossible not to have friends, as one member explicitly put it. So, 

while implications of conflicting roles are potentially harmful to all of Atmosphere’s members, the 

experience of social exclusion has particular implications for ‘outsiders’.  

Because of some of these implications, different members expressed to feel insecure and/or 

pressured to perform well in Atmosphere’s non-work life. Cynthia, for example, explicitly explained 

how she consciously put ‘on’ her social self in order to invest in her ‘fun’ future at Atmosphere.  

As a response to that, I observed how some of Atmosphere’s members have, over time, 

developed different ‘coping’ strategies. Strategies that were often observed, and talked about, were 

the conformation to Atmosphere’s norms, but also the protection of the self (private and/or 

professionally). Considering this other side of workplace friendship, and its potentially harmful 

implications, it is important to scrutinize the role of the organization.   

 

5.2. The organization: celebrating ‘authenticity’ while expecting conformity  

 
‘’Organization implies control. A social organization is an ordered arrangement of individual human 

interactions. Control processes help circumscribe idiosyncratic behaviors and keep them conformant 

with the rational plan of the organization.’’ (Tannenbaum, 1962, p. 237) 

 

The results show that Atmosphere does not merely serve as a ‘container’ in which these friendships 

happen to take place (see also e.g., Sias & Cahill, 1998). Next to the fact that Atmosphere plays an 

important part in informing the developments of friendship, I also understand that the organization 

‘benefits’ from these informal relationships. In fact, members are not only motivated through the 

experiences of fun and friendship at the work, the ‘whole’ social selves, as evoked through these 

relationships, are also of value to Atmosphere’s business. As different members explained, it is these 

‘true’ and ‘whole’ selves that are of great importance for the way they approach their customer 

contact, bond with clients, make sales, be innovative, resolve issues that might impede their work, and 

so on.  

Atmosphere’s focus on liberation, fun, and the celebration of just ‘being you’ is, as I explained, 

a vivid example of what Fleming and Sturdy (2009) refer to as neo-normative control. While I do not 

aim to demonstrate that this happens in a calculated or exploitative manner, I do want to stress that 

there is, thus, an organizational interest (or least benefit) in celebrating workplace friendship. Which 

is important to consider as we understand it is the organizational context that informs the 

development of the relationship.  
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Different from other studies, like Land and Taylor (2010) who zoom in on how members’ 

lifestyles are ‘harnessed’ to provide business value and meaning, I specifically recognize this 

mechanism to be exercised through the organization’s space for workplace friendship. While, for 

example, fun and the expression of lifestyles create opportunities for the organization to capture more 

of the private self, workplace friendship is, according to members’ sensemaking, about showing, and 

getting to know the ‘whole’ authentic self and other. In this way, workplace friendship adds another 

dimension to the idea of neo-normative control.  

Interestingly, however, I observed that these supposedly ‘authentic’ selves were still imposed 

with Atmosphere’s cultural fit. I belief that this is especially because fun and friendship are not the 

same for everyone (see also Plester et al., 2015). So, while Atmosphere celebrates freedom, and the 

idea of ‘being yourself’, this idea of liberation is (unintentionally) set according to Atmosphere’s 

standards, which come down to partying, drinking, and being a ‘fit girl or boy’. In this way there is 

actually not much space for the ‘authentic self’ (unless being ‘authentic’ is in line with Atmosphere’s 

ideal type). As being introvert, private or shy is not valued as an expression of authenticity, the 

organization employs a rather narrow pre-definition of what it means to be ‘authentic’.  

In this manner, members that deviate from Atmosphere’s ‘ideal’ type are excluded from many 

of the non-work experiences, and, thus, the development of workplace friendship. Because of this 

potential social exclusion, and the strong conviction that it is up to the individuals themselves to 

succeed in this friendship environment, some members conformed to the ‘expected’ role and 

behavior. So, rather than the celebration of individualism, difference, and egalitarianism, as associated 

with friendship cultures, this study shows how members actually (still) opted to internalize 

Atmosphere’s sociable norms (see also Costas, 2012; Leighton, 2020).  

An illustrative example of this observation is Ashley’s story on how she embarked on her 

journey within Atmosphere. She explains that her introvert ‘ways of doing’ were in stark contrast with 

what others expected from other. This example shows that, in contrast to the organizational discourse 

of authenticity, Ashley is not taken for just ‘who she is’. Instead, she was expected to fit within the 

mold and internalize organizational values of sociability. Indeed, as studies like Collinson (2003) and 

Alvesson and Willmott (2002) show, members are inclined to develop self-images as consistent with 

the organization’s defined ‘ideals’ and, in this manner, ‘’subordinating their own subjectivity in the 

process’’ (Collinson, 2003, p. 536).  

While different studies (e.g., Fleming & Sturdy, 2009; Sturdy et al. 2010) demonstrate that neo-

normative control is an extension (rather than a replacement) of normative control, I show that, 

different from studies that developed the concept (Fleming and Sturdy, 2009), neo-normative control 

may have very similar effects as the general idea, and emphasis, of normative control: the 

internalization of the cultural script (as opposed to the externalization of the ‘authentic’ self). This is 
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similar to Costas’ (2012) observation when she states that friendship cultures may even lead to an 

intensification of normative control.  

Handley et al.’s (2007) explanation of the situated learning theory is especially helpful for 

understanding how this celebration of ‘being yourself’ may be (unintendedly) predefined. This theory 

shows that members shape their practices, as well as their identities, to the participatory opportunities 

available to them. Following this idea, we understand that members can never just be ‘free’ or ‘true’ 

selves as they naturally subscribe to the rules, values, norms, and behavior of the community they 

participate in.  

Consequently, looking at, for example, classical ideas of friendship (e.g., Aristotle), we can 

question whether (workplace) friendship can ever represent the ‘higher’ ideal of a genuine, true, and 

voluntary commitment. To put it differently, if our authentic selves, freedom, and autonomy are only 

granted based on the environment’s script (see also Picard & Islam, 2019), what does the invitation of 

‘being yourself’ and ‘true friendship’, then, really mean?  

The internalization of the cultural script is much in line with what I believe is, and continues to 

be, a central feature of modern times. While society is marked by this idea of liberation (as if there are 

no more norms), members of society often search for, and internalize, the ‘right’ way to do or be. In 

this way, individuals subscribe to societal norms available, and seek comfort in, among other things, 

friendship. But with what consequence?  

 

5.3. Society at large: (workplace) friendship as a cycle of comfort and uncertainty 

 
“Given the precariousness of our self-image, it should not be surprising that, from an emotional point 

of view no less than from a material one, we are anxious about the place we occupy in the world.” 

(De Botton, 2004, p. 10) 

 

It is important to contextualize my findings and interpretations in, what Bauman (2000, foreword) 

refers to as, our liquid society. Insecurities, like Atmosphere’s members had often expressed, play, in 

fact, a dominant part in modern times. As we have melted our solids (e.g., traditional loyalties and 

obligations), we are no longer constrained by (bureaucratic) structures, but, at the same time, we pay 

a great price for this perceived liberation, namely: our security. Bauman (2000,) refers to this idea as 

the “mixed blessings of freedom” (p. 18). As Collinson (2003) explains, while societal changes produce 

a sense of freedom, we, at the same, ‘produce’ uncertain and insecure subjectivities. Individuals, in 

effect, often ‘’shelter’’ in the perceived ‘security’ of being informed what to think and do (Collinson, 

2003, p. 531)  
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Members of this liquid society - likely to be threatened by this idea of openness and perhaps 

even marked by a sense of vulnerability - enter organizations like Atmosphere. It is with this in mind, 

and the little frame of reference these members thus have, that we can better grasp the ideas of the 

earlier described situated learning and, thus, (unintended) conformation. Within this liquid society, we 

can also understand the importance for Atmosphere’s members to pursue a sense of camaraderie and 

belonging. Specifically, friendship - society’s social glue (Pahl, 2000) - allows members to identify and 

construct a sense of self (e.g., Anthony & McCabe, 2015), and, thus, security.  

With this study I, argue that, in contrast to these ideas of comfort and security, the same 

relationship may also add to a sense of uncertainty. As the results show, it is by developing a workplace 

friendship and, thus, showing the ‘whole’ self that comes with implications. In Atmosphere’s case these 

implications included the possibility of conflicting roles and social exclusion, both which may lead to 

experiences of insecurities and pressure. These feelings are, then, reinforced through an organizational 

discourse that implies that members’ success within this friendship environment rest solely upon their 

own shoulders. So, while workplace friendship may give us a sense of comfort and social support it, at 

the same time, might serve as an additional source of uncertainty. Also, as Costas’ (2012) study on 

friendship cultures shows, friendships are never ‘fixed’ nor a ‘given’ and, in this way, also the 

relationship itself may cause members to constantly seek reaffirmation, and, thus, experience a state 

of insecurity.    

This cycle of perceived comfort and uncertainty is, then, especially important to consider 

through the lens of biopower and, thus, the idea that we determine, and are determined by, our own 

‘worth’. Biopower – a power mechanism directed at optimizing life’s capabilities and usefulness – 

shows how everything this ‘whole’ self does becomes about who they are, and, in turn, what they are 

‘worth’ (see Fleming, 2013; 2014). How we then look, behave, and, in this case, perform in a friendship 

environment, is a matter of potential value, and, thus, a source of our very own ‘’earnings’’ (Foucault, 

2008, p. 226). Everything we are, is now on display, to be seen and, eventually, to be judged 

(Cederström & Fleming, 2012, Chapter Dead Man Working). If we then fail, we cannot blame anything 

else but our very own self (Sturdy et al., 2010).  

Understanding friendship through this lens, stresses that in a friendship environment where it 

is up to the individual to ‘succeed’, the value of the self becomes entangled with the relationship and 

is, thus, continuously at stake. In this manner, biopower turns something like friendship into something 

performative. I, consequently, argue that workplace friendship is not a relationship we can ‘just’ 

idealize, but should rather be understood as a social practice that comes with implications. 

Accordingly, I term this idea: performative friendship. The notion of performativity highlights how 

friendship is dynamic, and, therefore, always a ‘performance’ of a certain kind (see e.g., Butler, 2007). 
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This performance is then a practice rather than a mere description (Loxley, 2007), and comes with its 

effects (see also e.g., Leighton, 2020; Rumens, 2010).  

While friendship ‘pretends’ to break away from individuality and competitiveness, or as May 

(2012) explains, provides an opportunity for solidarity against intrusions of neoliberalism (as cited in 

Rumens, 2016), the concept of performative friendship demonstrates that the relationship may also 

have very different (unintended) implications. In fact, as friendship is about a sense of social validation, 

failing in a friendship environment (like Atmosphere’s) may give the idea that we are unable to 

convince others of our value (inspired by De Botton, 2004). De Botton’s (2004) ideas on status anxiety 

shows how questioning one’s self-worth – inextricably linked to ideals as ‘’laid down by our society’’ 

(p. vii), may have deep implications. As human beings, this author explains, we need the ‘protection’ 

of appreciation, or, to put it differently, we need love from the world. Only with this love we feel that 

“our presence is noted, our name is registered, our views are listened to, our failings are treated with 

indulgence and our needs are ministered to. And under such care, we flourish’’ (De Botton, 2004, p. 6).  

 With this in mind, and considering an environment where work and friendship has become 

one, we are at continuous risk of losing our ‘value’ and thus ‘failing’ in life. While we first had our 

private lives and friends to fall back on when things were, for example, not going well professionally 

(which can already be detrimental to one's feeling of self-worth), this private life is now entangled with 

this very same workforce. As a result, we can never escape proving our ‘worth’.  

 

5.4. Concluding remarks: take nothing for granted  

Is workplace friendship only harmful, and should organizations like Atmosphere get rid of office parties 

and ping-pong tables? No, I do not suggest so. In fact, as my case study shows fun, freedom and 

friendship are important to organizational members, and for most of them it works very well. With this 

thesis, however, I do argue that we should be careful not to idealize workplace friendship, and thus, 

understand the relationship as a social practice that comes with (potentially harmful) implications. As 

I have empirically uncovered, celebrating the idea of workplace friendship may also lead to conflicting 

roles, social exclusion, heightened self-consciousness, insecurities and, thus, serve as a source of 

uncertainty. Especially in those cases where organizational members do not ‘perform’ well on the 

dimension of friendship. 

Looking through the lens of biopower, we understand what is at stake in workplace friendships, 

namely who we ‘really’ are, and not only our professional self, but the ‘whole’ self is now at risk of 

being (socially) rejected. To bring attention to this idea, I have proposed and conceptually developed 

the term performative friendship. With this concept I have argued that we should be more aware that 

also friendship - a supposedly intimate and supporting relationship - might come with (deeper) 
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implications. Looking back at my twenty-one-year-old self, such understanding helps comprehend 

how, in a workplace environment that celebrates fun, friendship and togetherness, I could still feel 

something ‘unexpected’, namely: lonely and pressured. 

This theorization of friendship may also lend itself well for further studies. Next to the fact that 

I wanted to contribute to a broader understanding of friendship, I also propose that the concept of 

performative friendship may be interesting for other academic fields of interest.  

I suggest that it would, for example, be interesting for more studies to look into performative 

friendship in relation to excluding practices. In working environments where these friendships are a 

matter of succeeding, and selves, in effect, become a matter of (social) worth, I believe it is essential 

to zoom in on these selves and, thus, the dynamic interplay of factors. We could, for example, building 

on inspiring studies like Leighton (2020), ask ourselves whether gender, ethnicity, (dis)abilities or 

sexuality, to name just a few, play a part in writing the scripts for performative friendship.  

With this study I have tried to bring the concept of workplace friendship to ‘life’, and rather 

than treating the relationship as an taken for granted ideal, as is mostly done, I have shown we should 

understand it as a practice that might also come with (unintended) implications. I hope my thesis, and 

the introduction of the concept performative friendship leads to more stories from the field. And in 

telling these stories I suggest we take nothing for granted, even if seems so fun.  
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Appendices  
 
Appendix A – Detailed overview of interviewees   
 

Pseudonym 

Interviewee   

Team Gender  Time spent within  

the organization   

Type of employment  

In-depth interviews 

Lisa Office Female > 1 year Fulltime 

Ashley Office Female > 1 year  Fulltime 

Donald Office Male < 1 year  Parttime 

Ruth Office Female > 1 year Fulltime 

Michael Business Male < 1 year Fulltime 

Carol Business Female < 1 year Parttime 

Patrick Business Male > 1 year Fulltime 

Sharon Office Female < 1 year Parttime 

Albert Business Male < 1 year Fulltime 

Christian Business Male > 1 year Fulltime 

Management interviews 

Richard Management Male > 1 year Fulltime 

Monica  Management Female  > 1 year Fulltime 

Group interviews 

James  Office  Male > 1 year Fulltime 

Anthony  Business Male < 1 year Fulltime 

Cynthia Office  Female < 1 year Parttime 

Donna Business Female > 1 year Parttime 

Jack Business Male > 1 year Fulltime 

Jose Business Male > 1 year Fulltime  

Peter Office Male > 1 year Fulltime 

Sara  Office  Female  > 1 year Fulltime  

Table A1: Detailed overview interviewees   
 
Note: As I want to ensure utmost confidentiality, this overview does not provide any specific details, but rather an indication 
of the team and time spent within the organization. Interviewees that are part of team office execute their tasks at the office, 
while interviewees of team business also visit clients.  
 
 
 
 
 



 78 

Appendix B – Topic list interviews  
 
 

Table B1: Topic list used during interviews    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TOPIC  SUBTOPICS  
ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE  - Job application experiences  

- Onboarding experiences  
- First months at the organization 
- Observation socialization others  
- Description ambience workforce  
- Description organizational core values  
- Comparison previous work experiences   

 
ORGANIZATIONAL (SOCIAL) STRUCTURE   - Description different departments  

- Description differences in formal/informal 
relationships  

- Overview friend groups in organization  
 

(FUN) ORGANIZATIONAL ACTVITITIES  - Activities as organized  
- Activities as self-organized  

 
WORKPLACE FRIENDSHIP DEVELOPMENT   - Overview of work friends (if any)  

- Description transition from co-worker to 
work friend 

- Description from the moment someone 
becomes a work friend  
 

WORKPLACE FRIENDSHIP  - Description activities with work friends 
- Differences with work friends, colleagues, 

and/or non-work friends 
- Role work friends in non-work life   

 
IDENTITY  - Presentation of the self in the onboarding 

period  
- Presentation of the self in the work context 
- Presentation of the self in non-work context  

 
ORGANIZATIONAL ROLE IN INFORMAL 
RELATIONSHIPS  

- Perceived expectations  
- Management role  
- Organizational purposes  
- Perceived benefits for the organization 
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Appendix C – Consent form: participation in interview 
 

This form concerns your ensuing participation in an interview on workplace friendship, to be conducted by Tessa 

Leegwater as part of a Master Thesis. You have been selected because the researcher is interested in your views 

and experiences related to this topic.  

 

1. You understand that the research project is designed to gather information about 1) how individuals 

make sense of friendship at work and 2) what possible implications individuals encounter when the 

organization supports friendship through the organizational culture.  

2. Your participation is voluntary. You may withdraw and discontinue participation at any time or decline 

to answer any question without penalty.  

3. You will not receive any (financial) compensation for your participating in this research, and 

participation in this study does not guarantee any beneficial results to you. However, results of this 

study can be made available to you upon request. 

4. Participation involves being interviewed by Tessa Leegwater from the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. The 

following researcher will also have access to the data where necessary for research purposes:  

Dr. Patrizia Hoyer   

5. The interview will typically last approximately one hour. Notes will be taken during the interview, an 

video and audio recording of the interview will be made, and the audio recording of the interview will 

be transcribed.  

6. To protect your privacy, your name will not be included in the recording. Other potentially identifying 

information will not be included in the transcription of the audio recordings when this information is 

irrelevant for research purposes.  

7. The researcher will ensure that you are not identifiable in publications that follow from this interview, 

by changing your name and disguising or not disclosing any details that reveal your identity or the 

identity of the people you speak about. Disguised extracts from the interview may be quoted in future 

publications.  

8. You are entitled to access the information you have provided at any time while it is in storage. You are 

also free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek further clarification and 

information. 

9. This consent form will be kept by the researcher performing this interview for as long as there is 

identifiable information of you kept on file. The audio recordings of this interview will be kept by the 

researcher performing the interview to ensure that the veracity of any claims based on this interview 

can be verified by a professional academic body, if necessary. Should the need for such an evaluation 

arise, you will be contacted. After maximum 10 years, the audio recording will be deleted. 

10. Your consent indicates that you are at least 18 years of age; you have read this consent form or have 

had it read to you; your questions have been answered to your satisfaction and you voluntarily agree 

that you will participate in this research study. 
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11. You have been given a copy of this consent form signed by both parties.  

 

Participant 

If you agree please indicate your consent.  

    Yes, I give my consent 

 

Name participant:  

Signature:      Date :   

 

 

 -------------------------------------------------- 

 

Researcher 

I – as a student enrolled in the Master’s Program Culture, Organization & Management at the Vrije Universiteit 

Amsterdam – commit to strictly adhere to all the points listed above. 

 

Name researcher:  

Signature:         

 

 

 

-------------------------------------------------- 
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Appendix D – Coding scheme     
 

Open codes (examples)  
(1st cycle)  

Axial codes  
(1st cycle)  

Selective codes 
(1st cycle)  

Focused coding  
(2nd cycle)  

Link to literature  
(2nd cycle)  

- Interest in the whole 
person  

- Very informal  
- ‘Extreme’ parties (in 

vivo code)  
 

Feelings of 
uniqueness  
 

Organizational 
ways of doing  

Organizational 
culture: social rules of 
the game  

Cultures of fun   
(Fleming, 2005; 
Fleming & Sturdy, 
2011; Warren & 
Fineman, 2006) 
 
Liberating leadership  
(Picard & Islam, 2019)  
 
Neo-normative control 
(Fleming & Sturdy, 
2009; 2011)   
 
Immaterial labour 
(Hardt & Negri, 2000, 
as cited by Lemke 
2016)   
 
Normative control 
(Kunda, 1992)  
 
 
  
 

- Farewell parties  
- Sport activities  
- Quarterly Meetings  
 

Fun activities 

- Alcohol breaks 
barriers  

- Partying and alcohol  
- Showing more of 

yourself with alcohol 
 

Drinking culture  

- Being free in 
organizing activities  

- Being able to be 
honest towards 
management  

- No distance with 
management 
 

Liberated 
management   

- Focus on fun people  
- Party people   
- Stereotype (in vivo 

code) 
 

Member ideal 
type    

- Watching how 
others act/talk 

- Being 
involved/asked by 
others   

- Participating in 
social non-work 
context  
 

Socialization  

- Relaxation  
- Letting go of 

boundaries 
work/non-work 
 

Importance 
non-work 
context  

- Intimate feeling  
- Sharing non-work 

experiences   
- Frequent interaction 

Development of 
workplace 
friendship 

Meanings of 
workplace 
friendship   

Workplace friendship: 
displaying the ‘whole’ 
self   

Friendship as 
contextually 
contingent  
(Allan, 1989; Sias & 
Cahill, 1998)  
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- Putting in something 
‘extra’ (in vivo code) 

- Non-work 
communication/ 
activities  

Workplace 
friendship 
practices  

Friendship enactments 
(Bell & Coleman, 1999; 
Rumens, 2016)  

- Feeling secure  
- Sharing emotions   
- Sharing private 

challenges  
- No distance towards 

friends  
 
 

Showing the 
‘whole’ self 
through 
friendship  

- Difficulties with 
saying no to a friend  

- Experiences of 
nepotism  

- Experiences of 
transgressive 
behavior  
 

Conflicting roles  The implications 
of friendship at 
work (1/3) – 
described 
experiences   

Implications of 
friendship at work: 
the self is at stake  
 
 

Normative control 
(Kunda, 1992)  
 
Biocracy (Fleming, 
2014)  
 
  

- Feeling like an 
outsider  

- Social ‘’core’’  
- Succeeding/failing in 

belonging  
 

Social exclusion   

- Feelings of intruding  
- Fear of rejection  
- Fear of showing the 

‘true’ self  
 

Sense of 
insecurity  

The implications 
of friendship at 
work (2/3) – 
described 
feelings  

- Pressure to 
‘succeed’ in 
friendship 

- Doing something to 
belong  
 

Pressure to 
participate  

- Living up to the 
expectations  

- Not expressing 
yourself  

- Appropriate ways of 
presenting  
 

Conforming to 
the norm  

The implications 
of friendship at 
work (3/3) – 
described 
‘coping’ 
mechanisms  

- Protecting private 
time  

- Protecting personal 
characteristics  

- Not sharing too 
much of the private 
situation 
 

Protecting the 
private self  

- Wanting to be taken 
seriously  

Protecting the 
professional self  



 83 

- Protecting 
professional for 
relationship with 
manager  

- Need for 
professional 
communication  
 

Table D1: Coding scheme  
 
 


