
Learning about work through popular culture: the case of 
The Office 
 
Paul Armstrong 
Lifelong Learning Institute 
University of Leeds, UK 
 
 
Introduction 
In this paper, I want to explore possibilities about how and what we learn about work 
and the workplace through engaging with popular culture, and as such the focus is 
very much on informal learning.  Whilst unusual, this approach to the analysis of how 
and what we learn about work is not unique.  At the 1998 Adult Education Research 
Conference (AERC) in San Antonio, I attended a paper delivered by Vicki Carter and 
Sharon Howell which undertook a critical look at what the cartoon series, Dilbert, had 
to tell us about workplace learning.  They understood that cultural studies ‘was one of 
many lenses available to help understand and interpret issues of workplace learning’, 
and that Dilbert could serve as an ‘interpretative frame of reference and resource for 
taking the socio-attitudinal pulse in relation to learning at work’.  They argued that 
Dilbert was a ‘cultural; artefact that spoke directly to HRD practice’ (Carter and 
Howell, 1998, 85).  They noted that in some workplaces Dilbert cartoons had been 
banned by management for their supposed subversive nature, particularly in their 
apparently anti-management stance.  Here is a typical cartoon: 
 

 
 
As with all popular cultural representations, there are different ways of ‘reading’ the 
images and associated text, as they reflect cultural meanings, as our own cultural 
values dispose us toward a particular world view which in turn influences our 
interpretation of the images. Carter and Howell (1998, 86) state that ‘Dilbert’s world is 
decontextualised with no basis for articulating social and cultural issues’, and thereby 
’nullifies opportunities to explore gaps in social justice and inequality’. I would agree 
that there are alternative readings of Dilbert, and a deeper level, more critical 
analysis, as provided by Carter and Howell, does indeed show how they can be ‘read 
in support of the status quo .. (and) … can act as a safe way to blow off disgruntled-
worker steam’.  And as ‘a cultural text, Dilbert’s regulatory messages act as a 
template for appropriate and desirable social relations’.  However, what they go on to 
say about management practice within late capitalism as empowering and placing 
trust in the workers, is not decontextualised.  Even if the coding of the messages 
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being sent by the author is (which I doubt), the decoding by the audience, the 
recipients of the message, never is. 
 
This is precisely why an understanding of popular culture in its cultural context, 
particularly that mediated through mass forms of communication, such as 
newspapers and television, is viewed as critical pedagogy, as Giroux (1992) and 
Kellner (1990) recognised more than a decade ago.  Certainly, in that time, issues 
around situating non-formal and informal learning through popular culture have been 
treated more circumspectly because of the complexities of interpretation of cultural 
meanings in an age of globalisation and the increasing reach, speed and influence of 
mass media.  We live in an age where among the many literacies we have to learn, 
we now include media literacy (Buckingham, 1998).  We have to learn to read 
television, film, and the news, and these critical media literacy skills need to be 
introduced at an early age.  I teach a module on media and culture to a class made 
up of both 18 and 19 year olds, and older adults, and whilst it is the adult group that 
makes the most contribution to class discussions about the media, drawing on their 
experience, the younger students perform with more sophistication in the assessment 
which tests their ability to read media. 
 
Given the restrictions inevitably placed on this paper, the illustration of the argument 
will stay within the same domain of workplace learning as Dilbert – the office.  In 
particular, I will draw on a popular cultural artefact, The Office, which is a short series 
of comedy programmes made for television in the UK, and which have been rewritten 
for the USA and for French television.  There is also a derivative series in Germany, 
produced under the title of Stromberg.  The fact that the series were not, and could 
not, be simply exported from the UK in their original form, suggest there are some 
cultural differences which need to be explored.  These differences are not only about 
the cultural bases of humour, but about the representation of the office in different 
parts of the world.  Whilst there are global similarities, there are also local 
differences, which are reflected in media representations, the ascription of social and 
cultural meanings, and the social identities constructed.  In looking for a suitable 
Dilbert cartoon, from the many hundreds available, I was well aware of those where 
the humour just did not work from a UK perspective, because of the implied cultural 
assumptions contained in the representation, and most often reflected in the 
language used in the text.  For example, in several cartoons the discourse talked 
about ‘downsizing’ individuals.  In the UK we talk about downsizing companies, and I 
was uncertain whether in the United States, individuals could be downsized, or 
whether that was the basis of the humour.  It made no sense to me; those cartoons 
were not meaningful. 
 
If such cultural artefacts are to work in constructing images of what an office is like, 
and what would be expected then they have to be meaningful, or able to have 
meanings constructed.  This is an integral part of the process of the informal learning 
that this paper is concerned to begin to explore. 
 
Learning about the office as a workplace 
My first experience of working in an office was in the late 1960s, at the age of 15.  
This was a summer job, and my main objective was to earn some money whilst still 
at school.  I recollect that my key worry was what was expected of me.  The main 
concern was not so much what was I supposed to do? I assumed that would be 
explained to me.  I was more concerned with practical matters such as how should I 
dress?  How should I behave?  Where would I eat?  I had no experience of what it 
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would be like working in an office, except that mediated through television, and even 
that was limited.  The closest British television got to portraying office life at the time 
was in Compact, an early soap opera set in the offices of a women’s magazine and 
the homes of its staff.  This ran from 1962 to 1965, and attracted a middle-class 
audience.  More popular at the same time was the largely working-class soap set in 
Manchester, Coronation Street, which is still running in what is now its 46th year, 
during which time, this has been one of, if not the, most popular British television 
programmes.  Set in a largely residential area, viewers are shown representations of 
small businesses – the local pub, the corner shop, the small building firm, and a 
clothing factory.  The latter two had offices, but were fairly insignificant. The other 
contemporary soap I recall watching in the 1960s was the ill-fated Crossroads, set in 
a motel in the West Midlands.  Whilst the motel had an office area, it was never that 
significant in the programme. Apart from soaps in the 1960s, there were 
representations of the workplace to be found in comedy series such as The Rag 
Trade, which had been running through the 1960s, reflecting life in a small dress-
making company in the east end of London.  Specialist drama series such as 
Emergency Ward 10, and Dr Kildare gave insights into different workplaces in the 
health services, and similarly Dixon of Dock Green and Z Cars portrayed life in the 
police.  Since then there can be few occupations and professions that have not 
featured in a television series, fictional or documentary, or – indeed – in films. 
 
The essential question I am interested in is whether those portrayals of the workplace 
in the media have any impact?  The significance of the media as an agency of 
socialisation is most often analysed as one of reinforcing ideas and images that have 
largely developed first hand, through experience.  But the media analysts would also 
want to allow the possibility that the media representations of the workplace might 
construct dispositions among viewers, especially younger ones, about expectations 
around occupations, the nature of work and the role requirements. 
 
This is a very broad area for research which will provide the backcloth for a more 
specific question relating to the workplace as a site of learning.  Do those portrayals 
of the workplace send a message that this is a site for learning?  Or do people hold 
the view that learning is a pre-requisite for entering the world of work?  Of course, 
entering the world of work through apprenticeships raises different kinds of questions, 
because of the special status of the apprenticeship as learning the job, particularly in 
European countries where they were for centuries a traditional route into the artisan 
and craft occupations, with close family connections, so that typically sons would 
follow their fathers into the workplace.  As much as anything, this was part of the 
process of cultural reproduction, as the values and norms of a community underpin 
those of the wider community in which they are located, and tied inextricably with 
economic reproduction.  Nevertheless, although a good deal of awareness of the 
nature of work through apprenticeships is passed on from one generation to another 
through family and community, the media still have a role to play in reinforcing or 
challenging stereotypical ideas that people may hold. 
 
As the role of apprenticeships changed in Europe in the 1970s onwards, the demand 
for more realistic work experience through which training for work could begin was a 
feature of government policies.  In Britain in the 1980s, a time of high unemployment, 
particularly among young people, there was an expansion of projects and initiatives, 
particularly bringing education and training providers and employers together in 
partnerships to ensure that young people had the opportunity to experience work.  In 
the UK, part of the ‘economic crisis’ was that the economy was shifting from its 
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traditional manufacturing base to the service sector.  As factories were closing, more 
and more offices were being built.  There was a gender and social class dimension to 
this economic restructuring.  Office work was classified as ‘white collar’, and 
therefore predominantly a middle-class working environment.  Moreover, a much 
larger proportion of white collar workers, particularly in clerical and administrative 
roles, were women.  Yet, managers were more likely at this time, to have been men.  
This pattern of social class and gender differentiation in the labour force was 
replicated across the public sector (health, welfare and education services).   
 
During the early part of this economic change, I was in my first teaching post in 
further education, and was required to teach sociology on secretarial courses.  What 
struck me was that the environment for the students’ formal learning took place in 
what was in effect a  simulated office climate.  The students were required to be in 
college from nine to five everyday, and were largely based in rooms set up as offices, 
learning shorthand and typing skills, but at the same time constructing  their identities 
as office workers.  I never really understood the rationale for teaching them sociology, 
as this perspective did not fit the otherwise ethos of compliance, and caused the 
students some confusion.  For most part, the world was presented to them as an 
orderly place, and they were being inducted into their role in that social order, and yet 
getting them to think sociologically challenged the very basis of that order.  It was 
hard to believe that learning sociology as part of their vocational training would make 
them better secretaries.  The tutors seemed to think it was an appropriate subject 
because the students would have to deal with people, and that sociology was an 
easy examination to pass.  They were mistaken on both counts. 
 
At the same time as there was increasing unemployment, there was a thrust towards 
a competence-based approach to training, which in many ways was a real paradox.  
What was the logic of introducing employment-based training, learning in the 
workplace, when increasing numbers of young people were having to delay entry into 
the workplace because of restricted opportunities?  Even now in the UK there is a 
generation of those in their late thirties and early forties whose employment 
opportunities have been severely curtailed through leaving school at a time when 
there were few opportunities in the employment market.  For those, their 
representations are not so much of the workplace, but of the world of job-seeking, 
such as shown in working-class areas of Liverpool in The Boys from the Blackstuff.  
They may have had work experience, but they did not have the experience of work, 
as a continuous and developmental process of, say, learning to be a plumber or an 
architect, and constructing their own occupation or professional identities.  Popular 
culture began to reflect high levels of unemployment, whilst portraying the 
responsibility for this as individual pathology.  Young people who were unemployed 
were told that they were to blame for not developing the skills needed to gain entry 
to, and remain in, employment. 
 
Representation of workbased learning through television 
An example of this was reflected in a soap opera based in Liverpool during 
Thatcher’s Britain. In contrast to the long-running Coronoation Street, situatedng 
situated in a residential area comprising of streets with rows of back-to-back, terraced 
housing, the location was a small cul-de-sac of ten detached houses, called 
Brookside.  The executive producer of Brookside, and the chairman of the company 
that made  the now defunct series, Phil Redmond, had been approached by a 
leading international novelist, Ken Follett (whose partner, Barbara is an elected 
member of the Labour Government) to get involved in a new literacy campaign in 
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early 1998, the National Year of Reading in Britain. Redmond had already been 
castigated in the late 1970s when his children's TV series about a secondary school, 
Grange Hill, told a story about a 12-year old boy who could not read. Redmond was 
told at the time that no child would ever enter secondary education without having 
been taught to read. We now know better. Redmond believed that literacy is vital, 
and was happy to pick the theme up again in Brookside, was a series that attracted 
at that time around four million viewers (Coronation Street, along with EastEnders 
based in London, were the two most popular soaps in Britain, with around 13 million 
viewers each). It was appropriate because the soap is renowned for dealing with a 
wide range of issues. Redmond had already worked with the government's 
Department of Health and the Home Office to raise awareness of anti-drugs 
campaigns through the programme. Redmond, who had recently been made 
honorary professor of media studies, at the John Moores University in Liverpool, was 
at pains to insist, however, they do not just take the government line, but do their own 
research and develop their own storylines. Thus the story of Niamh Musgrove: a 
woman who had apparently been successful in her job for many years until the 
company decided to become computerized. We then discover that all this time she 
had not been able to read due to disruptions to her schooling, and yet had developed 
successful strategies for overcoming this disadvantage. Now it was out in the open. 
She could no longer manage her unit, as her charges could no longer respect her. 
 
Her family was embarrassed, as they 
had been unaware of this (even though 
she had four children, two of whom 
were adults). After a struggle to come 
to terms with recognizing and 
accepting her 'problem' she was 
persuaded to do something about it, 
and went along to the local further 
education college  to undertake a 
literacy class. We were shown how 
welcoming and caring the college was. 
From this point the story became less 
significant in the series, but it is evident 
that she quickly acquired literacy skills.  
Typical of soaps, we see Niamh in her 
home and family, and in the local 
community, but only had glimpses of 
her in the workplace, and these 
glimpses were introduced only to 
confirm suspicions about her lack of 
literacy skills, and the negative 
reaction of her work colleagues.  
Before and after the issues were 
raised, we never saw the character in 
the workplace. 

 
 
 

 
Niamh Musgrove 

 
This raises three issues. Some argue that the situation was unrealistic, because she 
could not have hidden her disadvantage working in an office on a daily basis, for as 
long as she did; nor could she acquire the literacy skills as quickly as she did. 
Second, if her lack of literacy skills  was created by the introduction of IT, then there 
should have been greater support for developing information and communication 
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technology skills , and this might have been seen  a ‘problem’ in the workplace, then 
there might have been more workplace support as the story came to light.  But in 
fact, and this is the third point, the programme ended with an advertisement, using 
the characters from the soap to promote a new literacy campaign, 'Brookie Basics'. 
As many as 800 centres across Britain, most of whom are quality kitemarked by the 
UK’s Basic Skills Agency, agreed to use the campaign and the materials that the 
Brookside company had produced in conjunction with the City of Liverpool Further 
Education College. A national telephone hotline put callers in touch with their local 
literacy centre.   At no point was there any suggestion that the new learning, the 
development of literacy skills, could have happened within the workplace. Instead, 
the issue was personalized, and became what C. Wright Mills (1959) called a 
personal trouble rather than a public issue.  The onus was placed on Niamh to sort 
this out in the family and wider community, including participation in a formal 
education institution.  Even the fact that she had left school without learning to read 
and write was attributed to her family circumstances, and not the responsibility of the 
school sector. 
 
So, what do we learn about the workplace through watching television?  Everyday we 
are bombarded with images of different workplaces, most of which we do not have 
first-hand experience.  To make the analysis more manageable, the focus here is 
going to be on those media artefacts that focus specifically on the office as a 
workplace, and am going to focus on one major programme and two derivatives: The 
Office, which was first broadcast in the UK in 2002, and led to the US version, The 
Office:  An American Workplace (first broadcast 2005), and a German version, 
Stromberg (first broadcast 2004). 
 
The representation of workplace can itself be an important part of learning about 
work and the culture of the workplace.  It can create expectations about the 
workplace and reinforce stereotypical assumptions about rules, processes and 
relationships.  On the other hand, used as a pedagogical device, the deconstruction 
of the representation can assist the learner to probe beneath the surface of what the 
culture of a workplace is, and how the worker is assimilated into that culture.  Such 
an analysis also offers the opportunity for change and development, and the 
possibility of diffusion. 
 
The Office in three cultures 
In the UK, a popular TV sitcom series, The Office, took the genre of a spoof 
documentary on office life. Although this genre had been used before, it was still 
relatively unusual and it is not always obvious on first viewing that it is primarily a 
scripted situation comedy, though there is some evidence of improvisation.  There is 
no studio audience, nor ‘canned’ laughter, and the explicit editing makes it clear that 
that the ‘action’ being recorded is not continuous.  The camera work indicates who is 
being ‘interviewed’ though we never get to see, and only occasionally hear the 
interviewer, nor the camera crew. Moreover, those whose action is being recorded, 
do show an awareness of, and talk about, the presence of the camera, to remind the 
audience that this is a documentary. The ‘cast’ speak to the camera, or in trying to 
avoid the camera, make the audience aware of its presence, and its function in 
documenting office life. In the final episode of the UK version, a Christmas special, 
the former manager, David Brent, asks a woman he is dating whether she has seen 
him on television, in the series, as he tries to use his fame (or infamy) for advantage 
in social situations.  To be convincing, it has to be naturalistic and reflect the routines 
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of office life over a period of time. We assume that what we see is an edited selection 
of many hours of recording of office life. 
 
The focus of the documentary is on the ineptitude of the manager, though inter-
personal relationships also feature significantly, particularly as the camera is able to 
capture non-verbal signals that those engaged in office routines might not always be 
aware of as they happen.  As it is scripted, then those office processes and routines 
must have been carefully observed and documented.  For those who work in offices, 
it must capture the essence of their workplace.  For those who have never worked in 
an office, this should give them insights as to what life in an office might be like. 
(website: http://www.bbc.co.uk/comedy/theoffice). 
 
The series has been broadcast in over 80 countries around the world.  Rather than 
simply selling the series to the United States, the creators of the UK series, 
encouraged the National Broadcasting Company to develop their own series, based 
on the UK series.  The first US series was heavily indebted to plots and themes found 
the British version.  But it was never a straightforward transfer.  The language had to 
be different, the scenarios and interpersonal relationships had to be convincing in an 
American context.   Moreover, whereas the UK series ran for only fourteen episodes, 
documenting the fall of the office manager, the US version seems not to be short of 
themes and issues to address, and has so far completed 28 episodes with another 
25 planned. In the new series some of the existing ‘staff’ will have to be scripted out, 
as the cast members had already contracts for other media projects (website: 
http://www.nbc.com/nbc/The_Office/). It will be interesting observe how social reality 
in the real world impacts on the social construction of reality in the workplace. 
 
The transference of the idea of the programme to another country provides an 
opportunity for inter-cultural comparisons.  The UK version felt it needed to ‘explain’ 
some of its office jargon on its website.  Similarly, as I noted with reading Dilbert 
cartoons, the American business world has its own discourse that does not always 
make immediate sense.  But at least both programmes are mediated in English.  
Following a showing of a dubbed version of the original UK series, which had a poor 
response from television viewers in France, French television has been licensed to 
remake the series, translating the original scripts and staying quite close to the British 
version.  The first series has just been shown on Canal+, as Le Bureau (website: 
http://www.canalplus.fr/pid903.htm). The office manager is Gilles Triquet, managing 
Cogirep, based in Villepinte, an industrial area in the north-east suburbs of Paris.  
This is not included in this paper, because the series will not be available on DVD 
until the end of August.  However, it will be interesting to see how the original 
translates into French, not only language, but culture and humour. 
 
Although the degree of plagiarism is still disputed, a German sitcom entitled 
Stromberg demonstrated a comparable concern for examining the culture of the 
office workplace through comedic spoof documentary as comedy.  There is little 
doubt that visually the series has much in common with the UK and USA 
counterparts.  Stromberg is set in a dreary office, headed by an embarrassing self-
obsessed manager, whose colleagues are all under the threat of redundancy 
because of a forthcoming merger. Stromberg is named after the insensitive, over-
friendly manager of an insurance firm office dealing with claims for surnames 
beginning with letters N to Z.   He, like his UK and American counterparts, addresses 
the camera directly, nervously fiddling with his tie as he misguidedly boasts about the 
happy atmosphere he has created.  One plotline saw Stromberg investigate who 
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drew an offensive graffiti on a toilet wall, and one episode featured a fire drill at the 
office, both echoing storylines used in UK version of The Office. All the scenes are 
underplayed with a strong element of realism, and no background laughter track, with 
cutaway shots showing bored staff killing time at their desks. Even the opening and 
closing titles and plaintive theme tune have echoes of the UK version. 
 
A summary of the key features of three of the four nationalized  series is presented in 
Tables 1 to 3.  This indicates some of the similarities and differences.  From the 
perspective of this paper, it is not too important whether or not it is breaking copyright 
rules, but it is of interest that the idea of representing images of office life is 
happening on a cross-national, even global basis.  And what is of interest is what we 
can learn from cross-cultural comparisons.    Because this paper is set in the context 
of the workplace as a site of learning, the example that will be discussed here is one 
that involves some explicit learning and challenging of assumptions about 
appropriate behaviour in the workplace: in-house training. 
 
 
Table 1 The Office – Main characteristics 
The Office The Office: An 

American Workplace 
Stromberg 

UK, 2003 USA, 2005 Germany, 2004 
Manager: 
David Brent 

Manager: 
Michael Scott 

Manager: 
Bernd Stromberg 

Company: 
Wernham Hodge 

Company: 
Dunder Mufflin 

Company: 
Capitol 

Location: 
Slough, Berkshire 

Locaiton: 
Scranton, Pennsylvania 

Location: 

Business: 
Paper merchant 
(stationery) 

Business: 
Paper supply 

Business: 
Insurance 

Series: 
Two completed 

Series: 
Two completed; third to 
begin in September 2006 

Series: 
Two completed 

Episodes 
12 plus two Christmas 
specials, 2003, 2004 

Episodes: 
Six first series 
22 in second series 
25 planned for third 
series 
10 ‘Webisodes’  (The 
Accountants) Summer 
2006 

Episodes: 
Eight first series 
Ten second series 

TV Channel: 
British Broadcasting 
Company (BBC) 

TV Channel: 
National Broadcasting 
Company (NBC) 

TV Channel: 
Seven 
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Table 2 The Office – Main office characters 
The Office The Office: An 

American Workplace 
Stromberg 

UK, 2003 USA, 2005 Germany, 2004 
Manager: 
David Brent 

Manager: 
Michael Scott 

Manager: 
Bernd Stromberg 

Gareth Keenan Dwight Schrute Berthold ‘Ernie’ 
Heisterkamp 

Tim Canterbury Jim Halpert Ulf Steinke 
Dawn Tinsley Pam Beesley Tanja Seifert 
Lee  Roy Anderson  
Keith Bishop Kevin Malone Erika Burdstedt 
Neil Godwin Ryan Howard Becker 
   
Table 3 The Office – Main themes 
The Office The Office: An 

American 
Workplace 

Stromberg 

UK, 2003 USA, 2005 Germany, 2004 
Series 1 Series 1 Series 1 
Episode 1: 
Planning for closure 

Episode 1 : 
Pilot 

Episode 1: 
Car Parking 

Episode 2: 
New staff 

Episode 2: 
Diversity Training 

Episode 2: 
Fire alarm 

Episode3: 
The company quiz 

Episode 3: 
Downsizing and 
merger 

Episode 3: 
Boycott pf the cafeteria 

Episode 4: 
The training day 

Episode4: 
Company 
basketball game 

Episode 4: 
The birthday 

Episode 5: 
Health and safety 

Episode 5: 
Health Care 

Episode 5: 
Commitment and 
obligations 

Episode 6: 
Merger and redundancy 

Episode 6: 
Incentive program 

Episode 6: 
The theft 

Series 2 Series 2 Episode 7: 
Transport 

Episode 1 
Merger day 

Episode 1: 
Charity Casino 
night 

Episode 8: 
Last Day 

Episode 2: 
Staff appraisal 

Episode 2: 
Sexual harassment

Series 2 

Episode 3: 
Team individuality strategy 

Episode 3: 
Company Annual 
Awards 

Episode 1: 
Becker, the new boss 

Episode 4: 
Motivational training 

Episode 5 
The Client: 

Episode 2: 
Company bowling 

Episode 5: 
Comic Relief Day 

Episode 6: 
Halloween 

Episode 3: 
Learning new software 

Episode 6: Episode 6 Episode 4: 
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David’s redundancy Halloween Acting manager 
Episode 7: 
Email surveillance 
 

Episode 5: 
Male bonding 

Episode 8: 
Performance 
Review 

Episode 6: 
Sleeping in the office 

Episode 9: 
Christmas Party 

Episode 7: 
The new client 

Episode 10: 
The boss’s injury 

Episode 8: 
The cleaner 

 

David Brent 

Episode 11: 
The carpet – Pam 
is on vacation 

Episode 9: 
Giving notice  

 Episode 12: 
Booze cruise 

 

Episode 13: 
The secret joke 
Episode 14: 
Gender roles 
Episode 15: 
Dwight’s speech 
Episode 16: 
Valentine’s Day 
Episode 17: 
Take Your 
Daughter to Work 
day  

Michael Scott Episode 18: 
The boss’s 
birthday 

 
Bernd Stromberg 

 Episode 19: 
Conflict resolution 

 

 Episode 20 
Drug testing 

 

 
The training day: managing diversity 
Elsewhere  (Armstrong, 2005) I have critically discussed the idea of managing  
diversity in the workplace, and questioned the need for training on the ‘management 
of diversity’. Instead, I argued for an understanding of, and an engagement with, the 
complexities of diversity and difference as experienced in the workplace, in its 
broader socio-cultural context. The basis of the critique is the media representation of 
difference in the workplace through an analysis of the UK version of The Office.  It is 
important, therefore, to also argue the necessity of critically examining popular 
representations of diversity and difference.  Before we take a critical look at this 
series, we need to say something about representation, as this paper is taking The 
Office as a representation of a workplace.  At the denotative level, The Office is set in 
a television studio, and as such is a place of work, and its production is the result of 
workplace processes.  However, it is the fictionalised setting that I am most interested 
in, and being a parody or a spoof, it is based around caricatures and stereotypes.  In 
other words, I am interested in what the series connotes.  As such, it is to be taken as 
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a representation of a context and a series of plausible interactions which we can read 
as being constitutive of an office and office relations.  It is mediated through 
language, including signs and symbols. In their analysis of Dilbert, Carter and Howell 
(1998, 85) similarly utilize narrative and semiotic readings of the media artefacts: 
‘hermeneutic and interpellative analyses were used in order to uncover dimensions of 
belief structures and assumptions about learning at work’.  It is interesting to note 
that at the recent 4th International Workplace Learning Conference, Crouch (2005), in 
a case study of call centres, has also made the argument  that  ‘workplace 
socialisation and semiotic literacy influence constructions of meanings through the 
encoding and decoding of cultural texts’.  Language is a system of representations. 
The analysis needs to be semiotic rather than linguistic if we are to understand how 
the representations generate meanings.  We need to locate the programme in terms 
of genre: there is no canned laughter to indicate that it is a situation comedy; it is 
produced as a fly-on-the-wall documentary.  On the other hand, we know it is scripted 
rather than improvised, and we know that each episode is sequential, but is edited in 
to make each episode of 30 minutes (The Christmas specials were longer).  It is set 
in Slough, a real town some 40 miles, west of London, and the opening titles are set 
against a recognizable office building in Slough, which we are meant to infer is where 
the office in The Office is situated.  It is important that the setting and context are 
convincing if the readers of the televisual text are to accept that this is authentic, 
though the audience will construct their own meanings, which may or may not be 
those intended by the writers. 
 
In the first episode we are introduced to David Brent (played by Ricky Gervais who 
co-wrote the scripts), the manager of the Slough branch of Wernham Hogg Paper 
Merchants.  We find out in the first episode that the senior managers of the company 
are looking to merge the Slough office with the one in Swindon (about 60 miles 
away), and there by redundancies as a result.  We also discover fairly quickly that 
David Brent is petty and pompous, and full of his own importance to a high degree of 
embarrassment.  He thinks of himself as being very popular among the staff in his 
office, but the viewer quickly reads the signs that suggest he his not that popular, and 
not that trusted either.  My purpose here is only to focus on diversity issues and the 
way they are handled in two episodes – the first ones in each of the two series, and 
then compare that with the way diversity issues are raised in the American and 
German versions. 
 
David Brent is prone to making ‘politically incorrect’ comments and jokes, and 
inappropriate use of innuendo, which he believes is okay because he is being 
humorous, claiming to be satirical or ironic.  Gareth, Brent’s assistant manager, is the 
only person to find these jokes funny, and is found repeating them, but also worrying 
that they may not be appropriate, although his reasoning is always mistaken. Here is 
Gareth reflecting on the news of possible redundancies: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

           (Gervais and  
                 Merchant,  

                                                                                                   2002, p. 56) 
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David Brent refers to ‘nutters’ and describes one of his employees as ‘mental’; there 
is also a strong hint of making derogatory remarks about gay people (‘poof’), and 
toward the end of the episode it culminates in an instance of racism involving an 
Asian employee (Sanj) whom Brent accuses of making a racist remark, which leads 
the documentary producer to ask about company policies on recruitment:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Gervais and Merchant, 2002, p. 56) 
 
In the first episode of the second series, the merger is taking place between the 
Slough and Swindon office, which is a little more diverse in terms of its employees, 
including a black employee – Oliver - and a wheelchair-bound woman - Brenda.  
There are inevitably several embarrassing moments, particularly around the telling of 
racist jokes, the exposure of stereotypes, and the use of language: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 (Gervais and Merchant, 2003, p. 40) 
 
In the American version, the scripts have been repackaged, and not simply followed 
the UK versions.  An early episode was called ‘Diversity Day’ in which s ‘Racial 
Tolerance and Diversity in the Workplace’ seminar is anything but harmonious, when 
Michael Scott, the office manager, ignores the fact that it is his own inappropriate 
behaviour that necessitated the workshop in the first place, and undermines the 
expert consultant (Mr Brown) brought in to lead the seminar. In the UK series, David 
Brent, similarly undermines the external consultant brought into to improve customer 
care. Talking directly to the camera, Michael Scott explains: 
 

Today is diversity day, and someone is going to come in and talk to us about 
diversity. It's something that I'VE been pushing. (rethinks it) That I've been 
wanting to push for a long time, and corporate mandated it. And I, I never 
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actually talked to corporate about it, um, they kind of beat me to the punch. Ah, 
(out of the corner of his mouth) those bastards. (laughs) Um, but ah, but I was 
going to. And I think that it's very important that we have this. It's a, I'm, I'm very, 
very excited.  
 

The first step is to round up the office staff and move them away from their current 
pre-occupations to get them into the training room: 

 
(Michael is walking out of his office and glances at the conference room door, 
then backs up into his office)  
Michael: (Coming out of his office the same time as Mr. Brown) Hey! Oscar! 
How ya doing man?  
Oscar: Alright.  
Michael: So you've got a good weekend going there?  
Oscar: It was fun.  
Michael: Oh yeah, I bet it was fun. (laughs and turns around, pretends to just 
now notice Mr. Brown) Oh, hey, this is Oscar.  
Oscar: Mar-Martinez. (shakes hands)  
Michael: Right, see, I don't even know. First name basis.  
Mr. Brown: Great, well, we're all set.  
Michael: Oh hey, well, (claps hands) diversity everybody, let's do it! (Walks to 
conference room) Oscar works in...(can't remember) …… 
Michael: I, uh, it's diversity Jim. (to camera) I wish everyday was diversity day.  
 

It is obvious from the outset that there is little enthusiasm for the diversity training.   
Mr Brown introduces the session, but is soon interrupted by Michael Scott: 
 

 
 
Mr Brown: Thank you, okay, thanks for filling these out, and I promise this will 
be quick. At Diversity Today, our philosophy is about honesty and positive 
expectations. We believe that 99% of the problems, in the workplace arise 
simply out of, ignorance.  
Michael: You know what, this is a color-free zone here. Stanley, I don't look at 
you as another race.  
Mr. Brown: Uh, (chuckles) See, that, this is what I'm talking about. We don't 
have to pretend that we're color blind.  
Michael: Exactly. We're not color blind.  
Mr. Brown: That's fighting ignorance with more ignorance.  
Michael: ...with more tolerance  
Mr. Brown: (looks at Michael) No. With more ignorance, right, exactly. Uh, 
instead, we need to celebrate our diversity. Okay?  
Michael: Let's celebrate.  
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Mr. Brown: Right. Okay.  
Michael: Celebrate good times, come on! Let's celebrate diversity. Right?  
Mr. Brown: Yes, exactly, now, here's what we're going to do. Uh, I've noticed, 
that uh...  
Michael: You know what, here's what we're going to do, why don't we go 
around, and everybody. EVERYBODY, say a race that you are attracted to, 
sexually. I will go last. (claps hands) Go!  

 
By this time, the agenda is firmly focused on racial issues rather than a broader 
notion of diversity.  Mr Brown is requested by Dwight to avoid issued around being 
gay: 

 
Dwight: Okay, can we steer away from gay people.  
(Michael rolls his eyes)  
Dwight: Uh, I'm sorry it's an orientation, not a race. Plus a lot of other races are 
also intolerant of gays. So...paradox.  
Mr. Brown: Well, we only have an hour.  
Dwight: I figured it would save time? No gays.  
 

 
 
A comparative analysis of the portrayal of sexual orientation in the three versions 
would need to be dealt with elsewhere and in more depth to do justice to the ways in 
which gay identity is represented in the three or four versions of the series.  It is clear 
here that diversity is being confined to issues of race.  Mr Brown knows that he will 
struggle to manage the session, because Michael Scott is the manager, and he has 
to manage.  So he seeks Michael’s permission to run the session, and gets him to sit 
down, and is able to move to the real purpose of the session – to explore the basis of 
complaints made by office staff about the behaviour of their manager, Michael 
himself.   In seeking to act out the incident, Michael volunteers to play the part of the 
person being offensive, but the consultant wants to avoid this, and asks for  a 
volunteer – Kevin - to make the offensive comments. 
 

Kevin: Basically, there are two types of black people. And black people are 
actually more racist, because they hate the other type of black people. See, 
every time the one type wants to have a good time, then the other type comes 
in and makes a real mess...  
Michael: (unable to remain sitting and quiet) I'm, okay, I'm, I'm sorry, (looks at 
Mr. Brown) I'm sorry, he's ruin.., he's butchering it. I, I'm, could you just let me, 
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every time, (starts impression) EVERY TIME BLACK PEOPLE WANNA HAVE 
A GOOD TIME, SOME IDIOT ASS...(BLEEP)  
Mr. Brown: Whoa, whoa, whoa now.  
Michael: I TAKE CARE OF MY KID! (BLEEP)  
Mr. Brown: Wait, wait, wait a second, you don't need to go there. Okay? Please 
stop it, stop it, stop it, please stop...  

 
Ultimately, Mr Brown is forced to admit that the whole session has had to be 
organised to get Michael to acknowledge and apologise for his previously expressed 
racist attitudes that caused offence, leading to the complaints, and to get Michael to 
agree to try to avoid making such comments in future: 
 

Mr. Brown: Okay, I want you to take these forms. This kind of expresses the 
joint experience we, uh, had today. I want you to look 'em over and sign them 
as kind of a group pledge.  
Michael: (clears throat) I don't think I can sign this.  
Mr. Brown: uh, I can't leave until you do.  
Michael: Well, okay. It says here that I learned something, and I knew all this 
stuff already, so...I could, you know, I could sign something that says that I 
taught something.  
Mr. Brown: Umm...  
Michael: Or that I helped you teach something so...Pam? Where is she? Pam, 
could we change something on this?  
Mr. Brown: Michael, can I, uh, can I talk to you candidly?  
Michael: Sure.  
CUT TO MICHAEL AND MR. BROWN IN MICHAEL'S OFFICE (The camera is 
outside)  
Mr. Brown: We both know that I'm here because of the comments that you 
made.  …. 
Mr. Brown: …….I NEED your signature.  
Michael: Okay, I know you told me that several times.  
Mr. Brown: Yes, but you're not listening to me, your's is the ONLY signature I 
need. Those are my instructions from the corporate offices to put YOU through 
this seminar for the comments that YOU made. And the only reason why I made 
copies for everyone was so you wouldn't be embarrassed. (looks at camera)  
Michael: (looks at camera too) Well, here I am thinking that you actually cared 
about diversity training. Aaand, you don't. (starts to sign paper)  
Mr. Brown: Don't worry about dating it.  
Michael: I won't.  
Mr. Brown: Okay, thank you. (looks over the paper and hands a copy back)  
Michael: Yep, yep.  
(Mr. Brown leaves the office)  
CUT TO INDIVIDUAL SHOT OF MICHAEL  
Michael: (reading his pledge paper) "I regret my actions. I regret offending my 
co-workers. I pledge to bring my best spirit of honesty, empathy, respect, and 
open-mindedness..." Open-mindedness, is that even a word? Umm..."into the 
workplace. In this way, I can truly be a hero. Signed, Daffy Duck" (holds up 
paper and starts cracking up) Oh, he's gonna lose it when he reads that.  
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In Stromberg, the issue of diversity in the workplace is less explicit; early on in the 
first series we have representations of ethnic minorities and those with physical 
disabilities.  Interestingly, given the accusations of plagiarism, the second episode in 
the first series, entitled ‘Feueralam’, would appear to be a direct lift from the second 
episode in the second series in the UK version.  Until the merger with the Swindon 
branch, which happens at the beginning of the second series, it would be possible to 
argue that there is an under-representation of diversity in the UK Office.  The merger 
brought in a member of a black and ethnic minority group, Oliver, and a wheelchair-
bound woman, Brenda.  I have already referred to the assumptions David Brent 
makes about Oliver.  But it is also interesting to see how in the German version that a 
man in the wheelchair is safely brought out of the building when the fire alarm goes 
off, with no fuss.  In the UK version, David Brent and Gareth make a complete hash 
of the evacuation of Brenda, having struggled to carry her down the stairs.  They 
ultimately abandon her in a stairwell, with David Brent saying to the camera, ‘This 
isn’t worth it.  It’s stupid .… Obviously in a real situation we’d take her all the way 
down, but this is just a drill, so, I think we can leave here’.  Brenda is left alone, 
looking forlornly up into the camera. 
 

 

 

 
 
In Stromberg, the fire alarm is intentionally set off by Stromberg himself as a prank, 
but their fire evacuation procedures go almost entirely without a hitch.  The only one 
who is missing in the headcount is Stromberg himself, because he knew there was 
no fire, so did not hurry out.  In that particular episode, smoking in the office is very 
prominent, and it appears to be a ‘normal’ activity.  There is evidence of smoking in 
the UK version, though very much more a minority practice.  In the US version, there 
is no evidence of smoking at all in the first series.  Although this is not made explicit 
in any of the versions, these representations of workplace make statements about 
appropriate and inappropriate norms and expectations.  Whilst training can make 
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some of that explicit, for most part that learning is informal and part of the 
socialization and acculturation process that goes beyond formal induction. 
 
Conclusion 
The argument of this paper is that we learn something about the workplace, its norms 
and expectations prior to firsthand experience.  We enter the workplace with a set of 
expectations that are built up through secondary sources, including what other 
people tell us, and through the media including watching television, reading 
newspapers, cartoons, and advertisements.  To illustrate this, I have taken one 
comedy series that has taken the form of a spoof documentary, and has been 
‘translated’ into other cultures, and – more recently – into other languages.  Since 
learning the language of the workplace is a crucial part of learning its culture, it has 
been argued that in making sense of the workplace, clarification of the meaning of 
the discourse of the workplace  - in this case, the office – is a crucial part of the 
informal induction into workplace cultures. 
 
The media materials that could be used for the analysis are rich, particularly when 
used in cross-cultural settings, and through focusing on one particular aspect of the 
workplace – its diversity, this paper has sought to show the potential of media 
analysis, using semiotic and narrative approaches – for demonstrating the social and 
cultural constructions and expectations through the ways in which the workplace is 
represented through images and text.  The brief example used is merely indicative of 
some of the complexities we are likely to find.  Those constructing the image of the 
workplace have a particular purpose, and their encoding of the representations are 
intentional and deliberate.  As with any form of communication, their intended 
messages may or may not be received, as the audience need to decode the 
representations, and may construct meanings that are at variance with those 
intended.  This  particularly happens where the meaning are constructed across 
cultures, and in some instances using different languages, and always where the 
meanings of the language cannot always be assumed, but most often have to be 
negotiated and re-negotiated through engagement and primary experience. 
 
This paper has only been able to begin to probe beneath the surface, and indicate 
some of the lines of enquiry that might lead to an understanding of how we enter the 
workplace, not with a tabla rasa, but with some preconceived ideas about what to 
expect, which may have confirmed or challenged through direct  rather than 
mediated experience. 
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