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We launched the 2021 Research Agenda for the human capital management 

practice area at 3Sixty Insights with an exploration into a new way of looking at 

HCM. The idea we advanced resonated deeply with vendors and users of HCM 

technology alike—that HCM has two hemispheres, the concrete and the abstract. To thrive, employers 

must appreciate and embrace both these understandings of HCM (3Sixty Insights BWSRP20111 

Concrete vs. Abstract HCM: A New Way for Organizations to Look at HCM, November 2020). 

Accountants and others focused on the nuts and bolts of business understand concrete expressions of 

HCM such as gains in efficiencies and productivity. Others gravitate to abstract expressions of HCM, 

which comprise employees’ feelings and focus on the tributaries and outcomes of employer culture. 

Reality is more complicated. All of HCM—even and especially payroll—is in fact fully concrete and fully 

abstract at the same time. This is where the power of “and” comes into play. Employees’ feelings, the 

abstract, are at times easy or tough to translate into the concrete, something measurable. Every 

instance of what seems solely concrete has a corresponding abstract dynamic. An employee receives a 

wage to feel like working in the first place. How motivated she feels must be quantifiable too, but how? 

Organizations that fail to grasp that all of HCM is an abstract exercise in considering employees’ 

feelings, always in need of translation into something concrete—a number, such as pay, or a 

measurement, such as employee morale—will struggle. They’ll pay attention only to abstract HCM that 

most easily translates to a number—readily apparent things such as salary, productivity gains. Some 

will fail in the palpable sense; they’ll fall into financial ruin. Others will fail by way of a lousy employer 

brand, the loss that follows of top talent, and a resulting relegation to the slums of 

their market spaces. 

In speaking with leaders who use HCM technology, 3Sixty Insights has observed 

several examples of employers realizing success in the abstract (e.g., employee 

engagement, employee morale, employer brand) and measuring concrete results 

too. Most appreciated both even as they recognized or focused on one more so 

than the other. This report documents these examples and presents our evolving 

thesis regarding the symbiotic oneness of the concrete and abstract in HCM. 
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HCM: Vs. vs. And 

Late last year, as we developed the 2021 HCM Research Agenda, 

we looked at these two aspects of HCM, saw them as opposing 

sides, and called the idea “Concrete vs. Abstract HCM” (3Sixty 

Insights BWSRP20111 - Concrete vs. Abstract HCM: A New Way for 

Organizations to Look at HCM, November 2020). Our view here 

has evolved. There should be no versus in HCM. The two are in no 

way at odds. Concrete HCM and abstract HCM occupy the same 

space at all times. When looking at HCM, different people with 

different agenda and philosophies regarding what work is all 

about tend to see HCM as only concrete or abstract, missing the 

point that all HCM is abstract, and all abstract HCM is theoretically 

measurable, the concrete. The domains of business operations 

over time have hewed to these views, one or the other, to create 

an illusion that the only HCM that has an important impact on the 

organization is the most readily measured and easily quantifiable 

financially. These are just perceptions and opinions. 

HR leaders who want the very best for the workforce shouldn’t 

have to be at odds with accountants. But HCM has been on the 

defensive for years, constantly contending with an attitude 

among decision-makers that HCM is really, and only, a cost center 

to be contained—the so-called boring stuff of employing people, 

the unfortunate necessities behind automating as much as 

possible so as to lower related labor expenditure and every 

imaginable other related expenditure. 

These accountants are half right in that they are correct about this 

partial understanding of HCM. Associated costs in money and 

time can be a drain on operational resources. But they’re also half 

wrong in that most don’t seem to fathom or appreciate, of their 

own accord, that HCM in all its variants has a fuller expression that 

we must learn to measure. This understanding constitutes far 

more than costs to be managed. To look at them in this way only 

is to be pennywise and pound foolish. Every cost to be contained, 

every conventional silo in need of more efficiency, has another side 

Making the Case for Abstract HCM 

Line-of-business leaders in HCM responsible for 
obtaining approval to invest in technology that 
supports initiatives that improve the employee 
experience may be wondering: “How do I 
persuade finance to greenlight this?” Your skills 
in persuasion and associated ability to close the 
deal with your CFO or related stakeholders will 
vary, but it is easy to find something about the 
initiative that will at least make sense to them. 

Remember that most activities in HCM deliver 
both concrete and abstract benefits. In other 
words, for many abstract benefits—i.e., boons 
to the employee experience—there are 
concrete benefits financially quantifiable in the 
forms of gains in productivity or efficiency, 
other costs saved, or risks mitigated: 

• Improvements to retention reduce well-
documented, industry-benchmarked costs 
related to replenishing the workforce. 

• Straightforward processes for employees 
to select their benefits reduces the volume 
of their queries and, thus, boosts 
productivity for them and for HR. 

• Investment in a modern learning 
management system and content for it 
mitigates the risk of running afoul of 
regulation, shortens time-to-productivity 
for new-hires, and upskills and reskills 
internal staff to reduce need for new hires. 

• Migration of learning content online and 
from an instructor-led to user-led model 
spares the organization in associated costs 
related to travel and trainer fees. 

• Implementation of a modern, streamlined 
applicant tracking system or flexible video 
interviewing functionality decreases time-
to-fill, lowers labor expenditure, and 
mitigates losses associated with 
opportunity cost. 

Every one of the examples above and myriad 
others is geared to be relatable to leadership 
focused on the general ledger. Every one of 
these examples and others also improves the 
work experience for existing or future staff. An 
employee experiences an elevated sense of 
general contentment with their employment. 
Staff appreciate the opportunity to better 
themselves professionally by staying where they 
are. High-value, passive external talent sees the 
worth in completing the job application process 
and feels good about joining the organization. 
See Table 1 for a side-by-side breakdown. 
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to it visceral to employees’ satisfaction with their jobs and part-

and-parcel of their resulting willingness to perform at their best. 

Maslow vs Accounting 

The most readily apparent concrete expressions of HCM are the 

bare essentials of employing people and easiest to measure—

their pay, their full-time hours, the cost and components of their 

health insurance. These are akin to food and shelter, the most 

basic of human pursuits as depicted toward the bottom of 

Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, a psychological theory of human 

motivation that surfaced in an academic paper by Abraham 

Maslow in 1943. This hierarchy reaches upward, as Figure 1 shows, 

eventually encompassing deeper aspirations of love and 

belonging and self-actualization. 

 

Figure 1: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

Expanding Organizational Power Centers 

For some abstract benefits in HCM, there may 
be no clear line of sight to a concrete benefit 
from an accountant’s perspective. As a leader in 
HCM, however, you know it’s worth the 
investment. How do you present the issue in a 
language that financial leadership will 
appreciate? The answer is fraught with 
uncertainties. There’s no guarantee they’ll 
approve the initiative. 

Much of organizational leadership’s receptivity 
to investing in activities such as employee 
recognition or wellness hinges on their attitude. 
The employer’s existing culture plays a role, in 
other words. And leaders in HCM who advocate 
for the idea that employees’ satisfaction with 
their jobs matters critically to organizational 
survival can attest to it: Resistance to change of 
this nature can be strong. Ambivalence to the 
idea can be frustrating. Powerful stakeholders 
may cling or be slaves to their mainly concrete 
view of the workforce—which isn’t wrong, but 
only gets success in business half right. 

The reflex is to play into their frame. It’s easy to 
do, as the previous page shows. Just speak the 
language of concrete HCM, hope the financially 
quantifiable benefits are compelling enough, 
and, if they are, enjoy the ability to focus on the 
employee experience too, as a byproduct of 
having made the bean counters happy: 

This is good, right? Well, it’s not bad. When we 
merely hope for scraps of abstract HCM by 
kowtowing to a perspective that values 
concrete HCM first, however, we approach HCM 
through the lens of a scarcity mindset. This 
narrow focus leads us to miss the big picture. 

Pull CFOs and all others fixated on the general 
ledger into a larger frame, where the whole 
organization comes into view. The time is now 
for leaders in HCM to move quickly on their own 
long-valued tenets. A worldwide pandemic has 
provided an impromptu, illuminating before-
and-after benchmark demarking the 
fundamental importance to organizational 
success of the employee experience. HCM has a 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to go big for the 
employee experience and break the attitude, 
once and for all, that the management of the 
employment of people is a cost to contain. 

When HCM plays into entrenched obsessions 
over containing costs, but not galvanizing 
aspirations to create profits, excellence in 
business never happens. When organizations 
finally understand that it takes both attitudes, 
an appreciation for the concrete and the 
abstract aspects of employing people, they will 
fashion brands built to win and endure. 



 

 
Page | 4 

It turns out, however, that employees’ feelings consist of more than a need for the bare 

essentials of work. In reaching only for concrete HCM’s lowest-hanging fruit, only the most 

readily measured HCM easily quantifiable from a financial standpoint, accountants control 

HCM. Accounting accounts only for the lower, survival-related levels of the Maslow hierarchy, 

and this focus on HCM as a cost to contain is blind to everything abstract that these 

measures do not reflect. This neglect can plunge an employer into failure over the long-

term—precisely what accountants fear. 

ERG Theory: Multitasking Human Motivation 

The temptation is to conclude that only the higher levels of Maslow’s Hierarchy have to do 

with abstract HCM. If everything in the hierarchy pertains in some way to HCM, then it is all 

abstract—all pertaining to employees’ feelings. It’s just that the more basic things express 

themselves in concrete ways that we are more apt to recognize. 

Furthermore, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs suggests that we seek to satisfy these basic needs 

first. Then, and only then, do we attempt to achieve the increasingly sophisticated things 

depicted in an ascent of the pyramid. Within a scarcity model, this makes sense. Our need for 

food and shelter takes precedence over our deep-seated psychological desire to self-

actualize. Despite the circumstances, however, these two human drives occupy the same 

mind. Who is to say it wouldn’t benefit the food-seeking hunter-gatherer to feed mentally 

satisfying aspirations at the same time, if only time allowed? 

This is the phenomenon conceptualized in ERG Theory. In an academic paper published in 

1969, Clayton Alderfer advanced his theory of motivation to build upon and amend Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs. ERG Theory, or Existence, Relatedness and Growth, consolidates and 

aligns with the needs in Maslow’s hierarchy. Existence is akin to the basics of employment, 

those things most easily identifiable as concrete HCM—physiological and safety needs in 

Maslow’s hierarchy. Relatedness (love and belonging and esteem) and Growth (also esteem, 

as well as self-actualization) are also measurable, but not nearly as readily or apparently. 

Together, all three constitute the totality of abstract HCM. An employee thinks about all three 

concurrently and will in fact binge on whatever remains of the three when the conditions to 

satisfy any one or two are insufficient. 

For example, bereft of opportunities to learn and do new things on the job or to fraternize 

with coworkers, an employee may become fixated on pay and demand a financial premium 

in exchange for her labor. Or, deprived of sufficient pay and variety or opportunities to learn, 

an employee may turn to gossiping on the job. 
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Figure 2: The Power of “And” in HCM 

Psychedelic HCM—a.k.a. ERG Theory and Oneness 

ERG Theory is far more applicable to HCM’s concrete and abstract expressions. Figure 2 

depicts the interrelation between all these concepts. Think of abstract HCM as everything 

that is. In the world, humans have five tactile senses. This does not mean nothing exists 

beyond those senses’ reach. Intuition, the so-called sixth sense, suggests otherwise, and 

whatever exists beyond our five senses’ ability to recognize is nonetheless concrete. 

It is interesting to ponder how concrete and abstract HCM 

constitute a holistic concept of this domain of the enterprise and 

together elicit an outcome for the workforce and organization far 

greater than only the readily apparent concrete HCM would 

suggest. Considering this, organizational leaders in operations and 

in charge of the general ledger may finally recognize that they and 

their colleagues in HR and other departments obsessed with how 

employees are feeling about their jobs are looking at the same 

thing, organizational success, through different lenses. This 

apparent tenet of psychedelic HCM, though not on par with the 

insights Shamans in the rainforest may promise, is nevertheless 

transcendent and profound.  

Knowing vs. Proving 
The idea is clear enough. Happy 
employees perform well, whereas 
unhappy employees do not and 
tend to leave. The cost to replace 
an employee is 90 percent to 200 
percent of the person’s annual pay, 
according to the Society of Human 
Resource Management. It’s just that 
it’s tough to account for and prove 
this cause and effect in financial 
models—a good example of why 
certain organizational stakeholders 
dismiss or struggle to see many 
concrete expressions of HCM. 
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Linear Progressions and Organizational Maturities 

Concrete and abstract expressions of HCM occupy the same frame even 

as employers solve for them linearly, typically beginning with the 

concrete expressions of HCM most in tune with accounting-related 

goals—unaware all the while that even these have origins in employees’ 

feelings and have corresponding abstract expressions. Why? The 

necessity of, and concrete challenges related to, being as efficient as 

possible in paying people, figuring out schedules, complying with the 

law, sourcing and making available employer-subsidized health 

insurance, and more are readily apparent, pressing, and distracting to 

young organizations. 

These and other expressions of HCM that seem only concrete have 

necessarily corresponding abstract expressions that are only logical. 

Growing or mature organizations might persist in their inattention to, or 

dismissal of, any HCM that falls outside the Existence category in ERG 

Theory. Even here, furthermore, they might default to doing the bare 

minimum. Their lack of intentionality or empathy vis-à-vis the workforce 

leaves abstract expressions of HCM to chance and risks fueling highly 

negative employee feelings. For example: 

• Payroll executed correctly leaves employees with exactly what they expect, whereas 

executed with errors, it leaves staff with an exceptionally poor experience at a job. 

• Schedules configured correctly give staff predictability they expect, whereas 

configured poorly, schedules invite discouragement, a mutiny of complaints, and 

same-day no-shows. 

• Compliance with the regulatory landscape spares organizations 

debilitating penalties and fees. When employers fail to comply, 

they incur these and, risk the trust and respect of staff. Plenty of 

additional examples exist. 

Organizations that fixate on the most easily recognized expressions of 

concrete HCM relegate HR to the status of cost center and look to contain 

those costs through an obsession with efficiency and related productivity. 

To a degree, this obsession, if it concerns itself with deploying high-quality 

solutions that just so happen to be inexpensive, and eschews cheap, 

poorly performing solutions, prevents these employers from producing an 
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upset workforce. This is the aforementioned intentionality, which can be a bulwark against 

the otherwise certain consequences of a lack of empathy. Bereft of this intentionality, 

however, organizations may become predisposed to choose cheap, poorly performing 

solutions. The action prompts a precipitous devolution of employee morale and eventual 

diminishment of employer culture. Put differently, by tending assiduously to ensuring that 

accommodations for employees’ Existence are sound, organizations spare themselves the 

bluntest negative results of abstract HCM. 

 Concrete Expressions Abstract Expressions 

Payroll 

Reducing errors means saving on bank fees, etc. 

Automating workflow and switching to-direct 
deposit save on labor expenditure. 

Direct deposit eliminates employee’s anxiety over 
checking the mail and getting to the bank. 

Time & 
Attendance, 
Scheduling 

Smartphone-enabled time-punch increases 
productivity and combats buddy-punching. 

Machine learning–informed schedules reduce the 
incidence of same-day callouts and eventual attrition. 

Employees working shifts best for their schedules 
are less apt to display active negative engagement. 

Benefits 
Administration 

Straightforward information on benefits and staff-
facing workflow to selection save labor expenditure in 

HR, preserving employee productivity. 

Employees who understand benefits better select 
packages that cost the employer less. 

Staff equipped to make weighty decisions on 
benefits are content and less distracted on the job. 

Talent Acquisition 
Modern applicant tracking systems streamline the 

application process and reduce time-to-fill and 
candidate abandonment rates. 

Recruiters properly equipped with productivity-
enhancing tools present positive first impressions of 

culture to prospects and increase likelihood that 
passive candidates pursue candidacies. 

Performance 
Management 

Digitized workflow introduces efficiencies. 

A paper trail of performance evaluation mitigates the 
employer’s legal risk at time of staff separation. 

Models of performance feedback delivered 
continually, in the flow of work, cultivate trust and 

understanding to underpin sticky employer culture. 

Learning 

Accessible learning content speeds time-to-
productivity for new-hires at onboarding. 

Efficient systems to deliver and track learning 
mitigate risks associated with regulatory compliance. 

Intuitive self-directed learning pulling from diverse 
sources of content promotes a learning culture, 

internal mobility, and retention of top talent. 

Table 1 

But there’s more to this. Distilled to their essence, concrete expressions of HCM reflect a 

focus on productivity and the other measurable outcomes. Some of these determine the 

health of an organization’s general ledger, and some are measurements that reside outside 
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an accountant’s purview. Meanwhile, organizations must appreciate that 

abstract and concrete express themselves in necessary coexistence as 

gauges of organizational perpetuity. Table 1 provides several examples. 

HR leaders can focus on the abstract expressions of HCM alone in the 

understanding that it leads to the results they want, but they may not get 

the funds they want and need to execute. With this understanding that 

concrete and abstract HCM are indeed symbiotic, however, HR can 

approach either to affect the other from a proactive position and increase 

the likelihood that a financially quantifiable outcome will assuage the side of the business 

fixated on the most straightforward concrete expressions of HCM. At businesses where this 

fixation is pronounced, context is everything, and HR can point to these concrete expressions 

knowing the abstract expressions will improve too. The concatenation is always there. 

Unearthing the Concrete and Abstract Benefits in HCM 

The following sections explain how all this is so across various conventional silos of HCM and 

adjacent areas. Wherever applicable, these sections include real-life examples 3Sixty Insights 

unearthed through in-depth conversations with leaders using technology in the field of HCM. 

Payroll 

The concrete expressions of HCM in payroll are obvious. Payroll is where HCM is most 

financially quantifiable, and it’s no coincidence that payroll is the one indisputably essential 

aspect of employing people. An organization hires an employee. An expenditure equal to the 

new employee’s pay immediately factors into the general ledger. It doesn’t get any more 

concrete than this. 

Arguably, however, payroll is also where HCM expresses itself most abstractly. Miss payroll 

and watch top-performing employees leave. If you’re the vendor of payroll technology, watch 

the customer leave. 3Sixty Insights has spoken this year with users who are contemplating 

just that over mishaps with their HCM suite providers’ payroll function. Nothing destroys 

loyalty more, and more quickly, than a big mistake with payroll. This is because nothing 

about the job is more emotionally charged than the employee’s remuneration. 

This criticality of payroll was evident in Key Training Center’s need to transition to biweekly 

pay after having paid staff (and developmentally challenged clientele via the jobs KTC found 

them) monthly since the nonprofit’s founding, in 1966. isolved was able to meet this objective 

for KTC in just eight weeks’ time, thus preserving and amplifying goodwill KTC had cultivated 
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with its workforce and clients for decades (3Sixty Insights BWSCS20121 - isolved Partners with 

a Nonprofit Client to Deepen and Broaden HCM System Utilization, December 2020). 

Consider, also, the trend in on-demand pay, which circumvents the 

concept of the traditional pay period to give employees immediate, real-

time access to what they earn—i.e., to whatever has accrued to them at 

the moment in time in question. A cursory analysis suggests there are 

financial savings for the employer that deploys on-demand pay. These 

may come in the form of decreasing overhead costs related to direct 

debiting or, in rare instances, negative interest applied to money held. 

But the positive abstract expressions are clear: Employees with access to 

their pay at all times are apt to be less stressed in their lives overall and, 

thus, happier and more productive in their jobs. It is no coincidence that 

the idea of a pay experience has surfaced among on-demand payroll 

technology vendors. That employees may develop a more interactive, 

daily relationship with payroll is an idea worth exploring and typifies the 

concept of abstract HCM. 

Time & Attendance, Scheduling 

The concrete expressions of time and attendance are as clear as they are in payroll. The data 

from time and attendance translates exactly to how much money the organization owes its 

employees at any given point in time. Just as payroll does, however, time attendance also 

expresses abstract impacts. Say the organization has yet to modernize the technology that 

employees must use to punch into a shift. Say the technology isn’t really technology at all, 

but, instead, still a paper card the employee inserts into a machine that literally punches a 

hole in it indicating when she began and ended her shift. Those workers 

may not respect their employer all that much, which translates to 

untold losses in productivity, a difficulty in retaining high-value staff, 

and general mischief damaging to the company. Those impacts, 

especially for the employer brand and many in the form of costs, are as 

real as they are difficult to measure because they represent 

potentialities, not necessarily observable realities. 

Similarly, scheduling is another mainline into the general ledger. The 

accuracy or lack thereof in labor forecasting, for example, expresses 

itself concretely in labor expenditure’s alignment with incoming 

revenue. It’s math. Now, consider this: machine learning factors into the 
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accuracy of labor forecasting, yes, but it also learns employees’ idiosyncrasies, patterns, and 

needs in their schedules from week to week. Producing more palatable weekly shift times for 

them, machine learning in scheduling improves employees’ work-life balance. In a retail 

setting, the abstract expression of this comes in the form of the service–profit chain—the 

well-documented idea that happier floor associates are more engaged with customers, who 

draw on the energy and reward the company with repeat business. 

Benefits Administration 

One of the most concrete considerations in HCM is compliance, and 

benefits administration is at the epicenter of the organization’s biggest 

compliance-related considerations, such as health insurance, 401k plans, 

and more. The better the system for benefits administration, the better 

chance the organization has to comply with the regulatory landscape in 

these regards and do so as efficiently as possible, thus minimizing labor 

expenditure on the necessary directive of complying with the law. 

But solutions for benefits administration also express abstract effects on 

HCM. They help make the confusing subject matter of employee benefits 

understandable and help employees with the related, difficult decision-

making of benefits selection, a stressful experience for them. These 

employees are apt to feel grateful to their employer for the assistance and 

reward it with higher productivity and engagement with the brand. 

The spark can be as simple as an improved portal for employee self-

service. An apt example from our research this year is that of a four-

decades-old non-profit children’s nonprofit employing several hundred in 

staff spanning a large geographic footprint in North America. By 

transitioning benefits selection to the ESS in Sage Business Cloud People, 

the employer saw its error rate in benefits administration drop from 45 

percent to a perfect 0 percent. 

An improvement like this easily translates to the general ledger—the concrete. A time 

savings of 10 hours per month for administrative HR and payroll staff means the organization 

recoups just over $2,000 annually. Every bit counts, especially for a nonprofit. Not included in 

this dollar figure, however, is the improvement in customer satisfaction—in this case, HR’s 

customer: the employee. This is the abstract expression, similarly astonishing. With this ESS 

functionality in place, the workforce’s overall level of satisfaction with their employment has 

increased by 200 percent, according to surveys the HR department has administered. 

One of the most concrete 

considerations in HCM is 

compliance, and benefits 

administration is at the 

epicenter of the 

organization’s biggest 

compliance-related 

considerations. But 

solutions for benefits 

administration also 

express abstract effects 

on HCM. They help make 

the confusing subject 

matter of employee 

benefits understandable 

and help employees. 



 

 
Page | 11 

This brings us to measuring employee engagement. In this nonprofit’s 

case, this score represented not only a concrete expression of 

Relatedness and Growth in ERG Theory, but also the organization’s tacit 

appreciation for determining a concrete expression of HCM in these 

areas—a measurement. 

Talent Acquisition 

Take recruiting, the centerpiece of talent acquisition. Key performance 

indicators such as time-to-fill are the conventional yardsticks of success. 

Shorten time-to-fill, and the attendant improvement in the ratio of 

recruiting-related labor expenditure to new-hire means money saved for 

the organization. This is a traditional, concrete way organizations view 

their recruiting efforts. But recruiters’ impact is an abstract expression of 

HCM too. They’re at the front lines as representatives of the hiring 

organization’s employer culture. They deliver the first impression that 

forever affects potential new-hires’ view of the employer. The enormity of 

this impact will color the high-value candidate’s impression of the 

organization regardless of whether she ultimately becomes an 

employee. The benefit or detriment to an employer brand is difficult to 

quantify. It’s an abstract expression of the dynamic, but few deny it exists. 

Consider, for example, the experience of the affordable housing developer MVAH Partners, 

whose HCM ecosystem 3Sixty Insights investigated. Having recently grown significantly to 

manage close to 100 properties across 15 states, MVAH needed an applicant tracking system 

capable of accommodating the company’s small, highly engaged HR department (i.e., the 

team also handling talent acquisition) in absorbing a sudden influx in hiring. 

Turning to Paycor, the department’s leader estimated that the decision saved her team 

approximately 20 hours’ worth of time weekly, or one full-time equivalent—in this 

organization’s case, the elimination of $32,400 per year in administrative work related to 

recruiting (3Sixty Insights BWSCS2132 - Paycor and Partner Spark Hire Empower Affordable 

Housing Developer’s Recruiting Efforts, March 2021). 

As with other examples across the spectrum of HCM, this is the concrete expression of the 

change—this time, in talent acquisition. But the benefits to this organization expressed 

themselves abstractly, too. For one, what did the team do with its newfound time? A gain in 

productivity figures concretely into the general ledger, but this is only an entrée to an 

Recruiters’ impact is an 

abstract expression of 

HCM. They’re at the front 

lines as representatives of 

the hiring organization’s 

employer culture. They 

deliver the first impression 

that forever affects 

potential new-hires’ view 

of the employer. The 

enormity of this impact will 

color the high-value 

candidate’s impression of 

the organization regardless 

of whether she ultimately 

becomes an employee. 

https://3sixtyinsights.com/case-studypaycor-and-partner-spark-hire-empower-affordable-housing-developers-recruiting-efforts/
https://3sixtyinsights.com/case-studypaycor-and-partner-spark-hire-empower-affordable-housing-developers-recruiting-efforts/
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understanding of the gain for the organization. What exactly ensues? It could be an 

innovation. Whatever it is, it may be momentous and materialize slowly. 

Beyond the possible regulatory infractions the employer risks for 

failing to fill an open position at an affordable housing location in a 

timely manner (mitigated by a decrease in hiring-related time-to-fill 

achieved with Paycor’s ATS), a bolt-on solution for video 

interviewing, Paycor partner Spark Hire, has enabled the team at 

MVAH to work around high-value job candidates’ existing work 

schedules. Many are also remote and contend with challenging 

personal logistics that make a video interview far easier to schedule. 

Through their actions, the HR department and hiring managers 

impart a powerful expression of their employer brand at the very 

outset of potential staff members’ relationship with the company. 

Performance Management 

For various reasons, the traditional, conventional annual performance 

review persists as a practice. The need to comply with a large body of 

employment law is one culprit. Observable mitigations of risks 

associated with this are readily understandable, concrete expressions of 

HCM. Organizations need just cause to fire someone, and that legally 

defensible rationale usually resides in a trail of formal performance 

reviews. One organization we spoke with save $100,000 annually in the 

form of an increase in favorable decisions on unemployment claims and 

attributed this to newly deployed, modern functionality for 

performance management. 

But the practice of evaluating and influencing employees’ performance 

has also evolved significantly in recent years. This is where we see 

technology prompting organizations to recognize the potential in 

transforming performance management. Ideas such as ongoing 

feedback have become commonplace on account of advances in 

communication technology. Abstract expressions are happier 

employees. Concrete expressions are improvements in employee 

effectiveness, measured as gains in productivity and otherwise. Claims 

that ongoing performance feedback and simple check-ins between 

managers and subordinates cultivate trust, understanding and other 

A gain in productivity figures 

concretely into the general 

ledger, but this is only an entrée 

to an understanding of the gain 

for the organization. What 

exactly ensues? It could be an 

innovation. Whatever it is, it 

may be momentous and 

materialize slowly. 

The practice of evaluating 

and influencing employees’ 

performance has evolved 

significantly in recent years. 

Ongoing feedback has 

become commonplace on 

account of advances in 

communication technology. 

Abstract expressions of this 

practice include happier 

employees, whereas 

concrete expressions are 

improvements in employee 

effectiveness (measured as 

gains in productivity, etc.). 
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feelings of goodwill are compelling. It’s more compelling still to say this level of engagement 

is the fuel for the observed productivity and greater retention of high-value staff. 

Learning 

Learning can sit squarely in the realm of concrete HCM, as here is another tale of compliance. 

Learning content propels training. Learning management systems (LMS) give employers the 

means to track and assign this training. As a result, employees maintain and retain their 

necessary licenses and certifications to go about doing their jobs legally, and their employers 

mitigate the risk of running afoul of regulatory requirements for whatever the work is. 

Beyond compliance, access to robust, dynamic online learning content libraries and curation 

reduces logistical and acquisitional overhead costs, additional concrete expressions of HCM.  

But learning also feeds into abstract HCM. In inspiring and enabling 

employees’ career development, a thoughtful approach to learning 

has an at least twofold, positive effect: It persuades existing 

employees to build their careers at their current employer, and it 

attracts employees who value developing themselves. Long-term 

benefits to the organization cascade over many years’ worth of time. 

These include the organization’s accumulation of valuable intellectual 

property and an attendant advantage in innovation, crucial to 

competitiveness—all potentially quantifiable as concrete expressions 

of HCM, albeit in complicated ways. Even more abstractly, the 

employer prepares itself for far less disruption in the future as artificial 

intelligence slowly takes over more once-human roles. In this 

scenario, a culture of learning inspires these humans to avail 

themselves of the organization’s learning resources to acquire new 

skills and apply their knowledge to the organization in new ways. 

Meta-Concrete HCM Improvements Equipping 
Business Transformation 

A broader observation that 3Sixty Insights has made over the course 

of exploring concrete and abstract HCM in the field is this: At times, 

technology itself in the HCM domain can have a mostly concrete 

effect, but the nice thing is that this helps clear the way for nothing 

less than business transformation, wherein leadership has the 

freedom to act on initiatives designed to affect the workforce in 

strategic, abstract ways. It’s the ultimate abstract expression of HCM. 

In inspiring and enabling 

employees’ career 

development, a thoughtful 

approach to learning has an at 

least twofold, positive effect: 

It persuades existing staff to 

build their careers at their 

current employer, and it 

attracts staff who value 

developing themselves. 

Long-term benefits to the 

organization cascade over 

many years’ time. These 

include the organization’s 
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intellectual property and an 
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innovation, crucial to 

competitiveness—all 

potentially quantifiable as 

concrete expressions of HCM, 

albeit in complicated ways. 
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A traditional return-on-investment analysis will go no further than to document efficiencies 

gained and financially quantify time saved as gains in productivity—a catchall term that fails 

miserably in capturing the potential upside for organizations that suddenly find themselves 

with the time they need to do things they’ve always wanted. 

An example of this occurred at Key Training Center, mentioned earlier in this report. A 

cumulative increase in KTC’s understanding and use of isolved to make HR easier to execute 

unleashed the organization’s ability to act on a long-held aspiration to become a learning- 

and performance-minded culture and deploy the related, requisite technology from isolved 

(3Sixty Insights BWSCS20121 - isolved Partners with a Nonprofit Client to Deepen and 

Broaden HCM System Utilization, December 2020). 

Notably, 3Sixty Insights published a case study in February 2021 documenting a story of 

profound business transformation at the City of Memphis in part precipitated by the 

replacement of a legacy Oracle solution on the premises to Oracle HCM Cloud. Immeasurably 

helpful in eliminating a heavy administrative lift for HR there, the technological upgrade 

coincided with the election of a new mayor advocating to apply a C-suite mindset to 

municipal management and freed the department’s incoming chief human resource officer 

to execute on several ideas that have left a lasting, profoundly positive mark on employer 

culture (3Sixty Insights BWSCS2121 - New CHRO Delivers Business Transformation to City of 

Memphis with Oracle HCM Cloud, February 2020). 

Contextuality in Concrete and Abstract HCM 

As noted earlier in this report, the cause-and-effect relationships 

between concrete and abstract HCM is contextual. It is probably causal, 

not just correlative. The effect can be an unintended byproduct or a 

planned outcome, and in the latter case runs a greater chance of being 

positive and running deeper. What’s more, abstract expressions of HCM 

can struggle to manifest in the face of inefficiencies to activities that lie 

outside the Existence realm of work life noted in ERG Theory. 

Take, for example, employee recognition. In our discussions with the 

non-profit children’s mental health agency mentioned earlier in this 

report, 3Sixty Insights learned of an institutionalized process there 

around employee recognition that later benefitted from automation and saved the 

organization time. The workflow was widespread and required considerable labor 

expenditure, and the company’s HR leader estimates approximately $200,000 in related 

Abstract expressions of 

HCM can struggle to 

manifest in the face of 

inefficiencies to activities 

that lie outside the 

Existence realm of work 

life noted in ERG Theory. 

https://3sixtyinsights.com/isolved-partners-with-a-nonprofit-client-to-deepen-and-broaden-hcm-system-utilization/
https://3sixtyinsights.com/isolved-partners-with-a-nonprofit-client-to-deepen-and-broaden-hcm-system-utilization/
https://3sixtyinsights.com/case-study-new-chro-delivers-business-transformation-to-city-of-memphis-with-oracle-hcm-cloud/
https://3sixtyinsights.com/case-study-new-chro-delivers-business-transformation-to-city-of-memphis-with-oracle-hcm-cloud/
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annual savings for the organization from mostly digitizing a once highly manual process for 

employee recognition. 

3Sixty Insights’ analysis of this is that once an organization understands 

that an activity in the Relatedness or Growth realms of ERG Theory is 

highly valued, the inefficiencies in it will be appreciated as challenges to 

solve. Intrinsically, the idea to promote, institutionalize, and systematize a 

behavior such as employee recognition comes from an abstract place—

i.e., a way of thinking foreign to someone fixated on the general ledger. 

Never mind the proven connection between healthy profits and a 

workforce that feels acknowledged positively. Once an organization takes 

this connection seriously, it elects to take employee recognition seriously. 

Managers begin to notice the activity of employee recognition can be 

inefficient without the right solutions for it in place—and the challenge of 

streamlining it becomes an interest of the accounting department. 

The inefficiencies specifically in employee recognition run the gamut. 

Once an organization views workflow as mission-critical, for example, it 

becomes an automatable process. Then there are the hidden 

inefficiencies where the deployment of natural language processing and 

machine processing can together help managers who are predisposed to 

recognize employees’ good work anyway express that recognition in the 

different ways individual employees best comprehend recognition or 

want to be recognized. 

The Employee Experience Takes Hold 

The aforementioned conventional silos of HCM will begin to fall away, and with them the 

reflex to obsess mostly over the concrete expressions of HCM that reside in the Existence 

field of ERG Theory. Concepts such as the employee experience are burrowing themselves 

inextricably into the language of business. It's better than calling these human capital, but 

the connotations of the word talent still persuade us to see employees as a commodity, a 

currency, and not as people with feelings. Why do employees look for a job in the first place? 

Part of it relates to Existence, sure. They need the money and benefits. But the rest pertains 

to Relatedness and Growth, where the concrete expressions of HCM are more difficult to 

recognize (even though they exist). 

We all have a desire to be worth something for what we enjoy—to meet all our vocational 

needs by doing what is most interesting to us. The employee experience is intertwined with 

Once employers highly 

value activities in the 

Relatedness or Growth 

realms of ERG Theory, 

related inefficiencies will 

become challenges to 

they want to solve. For 

example, the idea to 

promote, institutionalize, 

and systematize activity 

such as employee 

recognition comes from 

an abstract place; it’s an 

idea potentially foreign to 

someone fixated on the 

general ledger. 
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an employee's very sense of self. It used to be that employers could 

expect the employable public to suppress its desire to engage in 

something meaningful in a way gratifying to the deeper self, as a 

vocation—or, at least, to have a tolerable experience at work. Those 

days are gone, and any organization today that discounts or 

trivializes abstract expressions of HCM whose corresponding 

concrete expressions are mysterious, imperils its viability long-term 

as a going concern—a term any accountant will find familiar. 

Coda: Thinking Ahead 

It is a short, intuitive leap to say success for the organization, beyond HCM’s role in it, hinges 

on a balanced consideration of the concrete and abstract expressions of being in business. 

Most organizations have a left brain and a right brain. Concrete HCM makes more sense to 

an employer’s left brain, the part concerned with the easily quantifiable aspects of employing 

people (their Existence: pay, their hours, etc.) and their impact on the general ledger. 

Abstract HCM is the interest of a company’s right brain: feelings and a focus on relationships 

between people—all the domain of Relatedness and Growth and challenging to quantify and 

account for in the bottom line. Other domains of the enterprise express themselves in 

similarly concrete and abstract ways. From the shop floor to the C-suite, the left and right 

brains of the organization focus on entirely different perspectives to measure success. 

Employers must value these perspectives similarly and synthesize them. 
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