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Introduction

Organizations expect decisions that are fair to teams and fiscally
responsible to the business to be made with precision.

That might sound straightforward. In reality, delivering that
precision requires tight alignment between HR and Finance
teams responsible for workforce strategy and financial strategy.
Equity, transparency, and consistency must move in step with
budget discipline, financial controls, and forecasting accuracy,
often under sustained time pressure.

Pressure on organizations has escalated sharply over the
past few years. Margins are tighter, and growth is slower.
Pay transparency laws and governance requirements are
expanding. Executive leaders review decisions on pay,
promotions, performance ratings, and headcount more
closely and challenge them more often.
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When alignment slips, managers
feel it first

That pressure doesn’t stop at the executive level. It lands
squarely on managers.

Businesses expect managers to make budget-smart, people-
fair decisions with precision. These are the decisions that shape
team morale, influence productivity, and directly affect business
performance.

But managers don’t make those decisions in isolation. They rely

on HR and Finance data—and on the policies and guardrails HR
and Finance teams build from that data—to guide them.

When HR and Finance plan in parallel instead of together,
the consequences compound. When HR and Finance operate
from different systems, timelines, or definitions, the signals
managers receive can conflict.
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A headcount plan may not align with budget forecasts.
Performance may not map to compensation guardrails.
Approval paths may vary depending on which system holds the
“final” number.

This isn’t solely a data problem. It’s a cross-functional
alignment gap that HR and Finance share accountability for
closing.

Instead of one shared context for decision-making, managers
navigate fragments. Budget context might be in one platform,
performance data in another, and approvals buried in emails or
chat.

When alignment between HR and Finance breaks down at the
strategy level, managers absorb the friction at the execution
level. And the business absorbs the risk.

It’s called the Stitching Tax.
RS
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What is the Stitching Tax?

The Stitching Tax is the hidden time, effort, and risk that
accumulate when managers manually piece together HR and
Finance data—along with informal context—before making

a single people decision.

The Stitching Tax:
How fragmented data
turns into guesswork

Data stitching distorts judgment before a decision is even
made.

Managers know that invisible work is part of making people
decisions. Before they can exercise judgment, they spend
hours (and sometimes days) pulling data from HR systems,
cross-checking finance tools, reconciling spreadsheets, and
searching for missing context in emails or messages.
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This manual assembly of information to build context is classic
data stitching. It happens quietly and repeatedly across the
organization, at an unsustainable scale, and often because HR

and finance systems weren’t built to operate as one.

The problem isn’t just the time it takes. Without alignment
between HR and Finance, managers and business leaders piece
together information from sources that reflect different goals,
use inconsistent definitions, and operate under misaligned
assumptions.

As a result, decisions begin with conflicting inputs or a lack of
shared context. Under sustained time pressure, managers face a
tough choice: spend more time reconciling unreliable data from
disconnected HR and Finance systems or move forward without
full confidence?

Most choose to guess and keep work moving rather than miss
a deadline (Graph 7).

This is the operational cost of HR-Finance misalignment.
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Graph 1: When getting the right people or finance data would be a hassle,
| opt for an educated guess over missing a deadline

@ Strongly agree Somewhat agree @ Neither agree nor disagree

Somewhat disagree @ Strongly disagree

Global 12%
UK 38% 11%
NAM 39% 12%
AUS & NZ 42% 17% 12%
Nordics 17%
Benelux 45% 10%
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Graph 2: What, if anything, are your biggest obstacles to making fair,
data-driven people decisions? (Select up to 3)

Guesswork:
When Speed beats certainty @ Conflict between people and financial goals

@ Inconsistent processes and metrics across teams @ Time constraints

@ Unreliable data @ Unclear metric definitions

In environments where HR and Finance operate without shared Lack of guidance from HR and/or Finance leaders @ Limited data across permissions

context, even capable, conscientious managers are forced to fill @ Tools are too complex or disconnected @ Lack of training in interpreting the right data
gaps themselves to meet deadlines. @ Fear of accidentally misusing or leaking data @ There are no biggest obstacles to this
40
Guesswork becomes the default. It’s not because of a lack of 35
discipline, but because the system lacks alignment. -
25
The result is predictable: greater risk of perceived unfairness, - |
rework, appeals, and decision regret (Graph 2). . I
10
LMl |

Global | UK “NAM AUS & NZ | DACH | NORDICS | BENELUX
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Spreadsheets amplify
fragmentation

Spreadsheets often emerge as a workaround for tool sprawl
because they feel flexible and familiar. But when manual
stitching becomes the norm, it creates a measurable drag on
decision-making and introduces real risks:

1. Version drift and the Stitching Tax

Multiple copies circulate across teams, making it unclear which
numbers are current or approved. This forces 60 percent of
managers to spend three or more hours assembling data across
systems before they can make a decision. And when different
teams evaluate similar roles with different metrics, as

63 percent of managers report, alignment becomes even
harder to sustain (Graph 3).
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Graph 3: | worry that similar roles are evaluated with different
metrics across teams

@ Strongly agree Somewhat agree @ Neither agree nor disagree

Somewhat disagree @ Strongly disagree
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2. Manual errors and broken formulas

Small mistakes compound as people copy and reuse
spreadsheets. Under time pressure, the margin for error grows.

In fact, 62 percent of managers admit they lean on an
“educated guess” rather than miss a deadline (Graph 7).

3. Weak audit trails

It becomes difficult to track who changed what, when, or why.
This undermines confidence and defensibility, creating an

environment where roughly 75 percent of decisions are formally
challenged or appealed (Graph 4).

4. Email-based approvals

Decisions end up living in inboxes or “informal guidance”
instead of systems. This slows down reviews and increases the
likelihood that context will be lost, with 68 percent of managers
citing missing or conflicting information as a driver of negative
business outcomes (Graph 5).
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When teams work from different numbers, alignment breaks
down. Eventually, the cracks start to show. Trust erodes,
and decision-making slows down.

@ None Less than half @ About half More than half @ All

Not applicable, | have not made this kind of decision in the past 12 months

Setting or adjusting base pay 20% 22% 5%

Setting or adjusting bonus/variable
pay

19% 25% 21% 5%

Number or allocation of

: 20% 23% 22% (IO 5%
promotions

Assigning performance rating that

. 20% 23% 22% 10% 33
influence pay

Headcount planning for your team

(e.g., open new roles or backfill... 20%

22% 10% X4

Deciding who can participate in

: : 5 20% 23% 22% 9% KX
paid development opportunities...

0%| 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Graph 4: In the past 12 months, what proportion of your decisions in the
following areas, if any, were formally challenged or appealed?


https://www.hibob.com/resources/
https://www.hibob.com/research/budget-smart-people-fair/
https://www.hibob.com/research/budget-smart-people-fair/
https://www.hibob.com/research/budget-smart-people-fair/

The “shadow?” spreadsheet
economy

These risks persist even when organizations technically
unify their HR and Finance platforms.

If the system unifies data for the C-suite but excludes
the people managers on the ground (e.g., via restrictive
permissions or a lack of tools), the spreadsheets don’t
disappear. They just go underground.

Today, while 79 percent of managers believe a shared HR-
Finance dashboard would help them manage more effectively,

only 2 percent actually have access to one. Furthermore,

61 percent of managers report that permissions and privacy
rules limit their access to the data they reasonably need to
make decisions (Graph 6).
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When managers don’t have a place in the system, they create
their own spreadsheets and local workarounds. Those “shadow”
files eventually feed back into the central system, reintroducing
the very errors and version-control issues unified platforms were
meant to solve.
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Graph 5: When making people decisions over the past 12 months, how many
times did a lack of relevant data or timely people or financial data contribute
to a meaningfully negative outcome for your team?

@ Everytime Most, but not every time @ Half the time Rarely @ Never

Not sure/Not applicable

2%

UK 38%

NAM 32% 2%

AUS & NZ 32% 2%

2%

DACH

Nordics 3%

5

o
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Benelux 28% 2%

o
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Graph 6: To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following
statement? A single, shared HR + Finance dashboard would help me
to manage my team fairly and effectively.

@ Strongly agree Somewhat agree @ Neither agree nor disagree

Somewhat disagree @ Strongly disagree

Global S%Ii]%
NAW 1% ﬁ;
AUS & NZ 51% 2% 0%
DACH 22% 4% Ii]%
Nordics 5% Ii]%
Benelux 55% B%IH%
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The hidden cost of
fragmented decisions

The Stitching Tax creates friction and measurable cost across
people outcomes and business performance.

The impact shows up first in people outcomes.

The cost to people

Fragmented HR-Finance data increases the risk of several
people-related outcomes:

 High performers go under-recognized. When performance,
contribution, and budget data don’t align, strong work is
easier to overlook or undervalue.

e Perceived unfairness and inconsistency. When decisions
are difficult to explain or compare across teams, they can
appear biased or arbitrary, even when the intent is sound.
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 Declining engagement and morale. Unclear or contested
outcomes erode trust and reduce motivation over time.

 Avoidable talent loss. When people feel overlooked or
treated inconsistently, disengagement rises, and attrition
follows.

These aren’t isolated incidents. Most managers say missing or
conflicting HR or Finance data contributes to negative outcomes
at least half the time (Graph 5).

When HR and Finance align around shared context, managers
are far better positioned to recognize strong performance, apply
standards consistently, and make decisions that feel fair and
fiscally sound.
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The cost to the organization

The impact extends beyond individuals.

Fragmentation increases organizational cost and risk in
several ways:

 Appeals and challenges to people decisions. Roughly three-
quarters of managers report that at least some of their people
decisions were formally challenged or appealed. When data
and rationale aren’t aligned, defensibility becomes harder—and
time shifts from decision-making to justification.

e Retroactive corrections. Decisions made without shared

HR-Finance context often require revisiting and adjustment,
consuming time across functions and undermining confidence
in the original call.

 Exceptions and rework. Manual fixes and one-off approvals
become routine, pulling HR, Finance, and managers into

repeated review cycles that slow down planning and execution.
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e Manager stress and burnout. Constant scrutiny, rework, and
second-guessing can take a real toll on manager capacity and
wellbeing, especially when the root cause sits upstream.

When managers lack confidence in their data, every decision
becomes harder to explain, compare, and defend—with ripple
effects across teams and performance.

It’s no surprise, then, that managers consistently say unified

HR-Finance visibility would increase their confidence in
decision-making (Graph 7).

el 9O
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Graph 7: With unified data, | would feel more confident defending my decisions
In a pay-transparency or legal context

@ Strongly agree Somewhat agree @ Neither agree nor disagree

Somewhat disagree @ Strongly disagree

Global

3%Iil%

49% 15% 11 %07

UK
NAM 48%
AUS & NZ 49%
DACH

Nordics

Benelux 54%
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Fair to people or fair to

budget? Why managers

feel stuck.

People decisions carry both fairness expectations and financial
constraints. That tension becomes most visible at the point

of decision, where organizations expect managers to balance
performance recognition with budget discipline in real time.

Organizations ask managers to balance recognition,
contribution, and performance against financial guardrails.

But managers understand what fairness and financial discipline
require. When guidance is clear and HR-Finance data aligns,
they can move forward with confidence. When that alignment
breaks down, managers are forced to decide which constraint to
prioritize in the moment.

The data shows an almost even split: 54 percent default to

financial discipline, while 46 percent lean toward recognizing
contribution when they’re unsure (Graph 8).
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Graph 8: When you’re unsure about the “right” decision on a raise or
promotion, which way do you prefer to lean?

@ Lean toward financial discipline—prioritizing staying within budget and applying guard...

Lean toward recognizing contributions—prioritizing making employees feel clearly val...

Global BsEEA 46%

UK BEES

NAM BSIEE

AUS & NZ BYAE 43%

DACH BESEeES 42%

Nordics BEEEE

Benelux BEREEA 41%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
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This split reflects a system design flaw, not indecision.
Conflicting goals, shifting metrics, and fragmented HR-Finance
data create trade-offs that alignment is designed to eliminate.

Managers consistently point to systemic barriers that make these
decisions harder than they need to be:

* |Inconsistent data and definitions across HR and Finance

Limited access to reliable, decision-ready data

Unclear processes and approval paths

Severe time pressure

When clarity and shared context are missing, even the best-
prepared managers struggle to deliver decisions that are
consistent, defensible, and aligned with both people and
business goals.
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The data reinforces what managers experience daily.

And it makes one thing clear: Managers don’t struggle
because they lack intent. They struggle because the decision
environment isn’t designed for alignment.

When HR and Finance operate from different assumptions,
managers contend with the gap. But when those teams move
together—sharing goals, metrics, and visibility—the pressure
eases, and decisions become clearer.

J
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THE s I I I CHING I Ax The hidden work managers do to stitch disconnected

The hidden tax on manager decisions HR and Finance data together before every decision.

Stuck in the Middle PRESSURE ON MANAGERS
SAANSGare bh Chobae o COSTS THE BUSINESS

54% ONY 2%

Financial discipline have access to a unified
HR-Finance dashboard

* 60%

spend 3+ hours assembling
data before a decision

Rework & appeals 4 i 620/
o A46% 0

choose an educated guess
over missing a deadline

b
2

4 . Guesswork

Recognizing contributions

L A B B N e That’s the Stitching Tax. The cost of fragmentation.
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From conflict to

collaboration: What
changes when HR
and Finance align

Fairness and financial discipline aren’t separate decisions.

They’re two sides of the same one, and managers need shared
context at the point of decision to navigate both.

When HR and Finance align on shared data, definitions, and
workflows, managers are no longer forced into coin-flip choices.
Alignment removes the conflict upstream and turns fairness and
financial discipline into a single, defensible outcome.

Today, only 2 percent of managers report having access to a

unified HR-Finance dashboard, but 79 percent say a shared view
would help them manage more fairly and effectively (Graph 9).
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What HR and Finance
collaboration means for leaders

Alignment shifts responsibility from individual managers back
to where it belongs: the system.

When HR and Finance build the right decision infrastructure,
they enable managers to act with shared context, clear
guardrails, and consistent standards, improving performance
without increasing effort.

When teams share data and definitions, accountability follows.

The result is less guesswork, less rework, and far less friction
across teams.

This is what better together looks like in practice.

18
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Graph 9: If you had a unified HR+Finance dashboard, the fairness of your people decisions would be ...

@ Much worse Somewhat worse @ No change Somewhat better @ Much better N/A—we already have a unified HR+Finance dashboard

Global 10% 2%

UK 11% 29

AUS & NZ 13% 41% 1%

0%

10% 20% 30% 40% 90% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
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Why working better together
requires one system of truth

The challenges outlined here don’t resolve themselves through
better judgment, more meetings, or additional training alone.

The data points to one structural requirement: HR and Finance
data live better together.

Turning alignment into decision infrastructure starts when
HR and Finance:

« Establish a single source of truth for workforce and financial
data

e Align on shared definitions for headcount, cost,
performance, and budget

 Provide real-time visibility into people and financial impact
at the moment decisions are made
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Fragmented tools—even best-in-class ones—can’t deliver
this on their own. Technology can support the shift, but
people drive it.

When HR and Finance operate from the same decision
model, the right platforms reinforce that alignment and
help it stick.

Manual reconciliation drops away. Guardrails move into
everyday workflows. The people and financial impact of
decisions becomes visible by default.

Judgment still sits with managers. The difference is
that it’s backed by complete, trusted context.
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BETTER TOGETHER

4 steps to unify HR-Finance data

P

)

“

Managers feel forced to choose.

When HR and Finance operate separately, managers
inherit the trade-off.

0 Recognizing 0 Financial
46 /D contributions 54 /0 discipline

o/ lean on educated guesses under
1]

time pressure

Step 1: Share ownership .= Step 3:Embed guardrails

Headcount, cost, performance, budget

- ; Decide what HR and Finance own together ’ Visible budgets. Clear targets. Auditable approvals.

See people + financial data at decision time

Step 2: Align definitions l i Step 4: Use a unified platform

HR-Finance alignment.

S

V4 ™ ™

.
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The HR and Finance
alignment playbook:
Turning intent into
action

Alignment only delivers value when it changes how decisions are

made.

Moving from fragmented decision-making to a truly aligned way
of working starts with shared ownership, shared definitions, and
shared accountability between HR and Finance.

The steps below show how HR and Finance leaders can reduce
the Stitching Tax and equip managers with the context they
need to make fair, defensible decisions—without slowing the

business down.

This is where “better together” becomes operational.
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Step 1: Start with shared
ownership, not shared reports

What this means

Alignment starts when HR and Finance agree on which people
decisions require joint accountability, not just shared visibility.

Too often, managers navigate decisions that sit between
functions. HR focuses on fairness and equity. Finance focuses on

budget discipline and cost control.

When ownership is unclear, managers absorb the tension.

22
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Where to start

As a leadership team, identify the people decisions that carry
the highest fairness and financial risk when made in isolation.
Focus first on decisions that most often create tension between
people outcomes and budget discipline:

e Promotions and role changes
e Performance ratings tied to pay
e Headcount planning and hiring approvals

e Access to paid development opportunities

Why it matters

Managers are set up to struggle when decisions fall between
functions. Shared ownership removes silent handoffs and
conflicting priorities before they reach the manager.
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How to put it into practice

Create a short, explicit list of people decisions that always
involve both HR and Finance.

Then build workflows around that list so joint ownership is clear

before a decision request ever reaches a manager.

23
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Step 2: Agree on the basics before
you build dashboards

What this means

Many fairness and budget conflicts stem from inconsistent
definitions, not disagreement.

HR and Finance often interpret the same numbers through
different assumptions about what they represent.

Where to start

Align on shared definitions of core workforce concepts,
iIncluding:

e What counts as headcount
e Which costs roll up into total workforce spend

e How performance and contribution are measured across
teams
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Without shared definitions, even real-time data creates
confusion rather than clarity.

Why it matters

Managers consistently cite inconsistent metrics and unclear data

as major barriers to making fair, financially responsible decisions.

When definitions vary across HR and Finance, trust erodes, and
debate replaces decision-making.

How to put it into practice

Document and aligh on a core set of shared workforce
definitions and metrics before investing in dashboards or
analytics.

Treat this as foundational infrastructure, not admin work.

24
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Step 3: Put guardrails around
where decisions actually happen

What this means

Policies and guidelines only matter when they show up at the
point of decision.

When budget context is buried, approval paths are unclear, or
policies live in documents instead of workflows, managers fill
the gaps with guesswork.

Where to start

|dentify the decision moments where managers most often feel
tension between fairness and financial discipline, such as:

e Hiring and promotion requests
e Pay adjustments and exceptions

* Role changes that impact cost or scope
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Effective guardrails create clarity at the moment of decision
by providing:

e Budget visibility at decision time
e Clear targets versus actuals

e Auditable approval flows

Why it matters

Managers consistently say clearer HR and Finance guidance
helps them make fairer, more defensible decisions. When
guardrails are embedded at the point of decision, risk drops
without slowing execution.

How to put it into practice

Design workflows that embed fairness and financial guardrails
directly into the systems managers use every day.

25
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Step 4: Use a unified platform to
operationalize alignment

What this means

Alignment becomes operational when HR and Finance bring
their data together in a shared system of record.

A unified platform enables teams to:
e See people and budget data in real time

e Work from one version of the truth across planning, execution,
and review

e Share dashboards across managers, HR, and Finance

This reduces manual data stitching and minimizes the need for
educated guesses.

Where to start

Start with the decisions that require the most manual
reconciliation between HR and Finance. These are often the
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moments when managers switch tools, validate numbers by
hand, or seek clarification before acting.

Map these decision moments to help teams prioritize which data
and workflows to unify first.

Why it matters

Managers overwhelmingly say unified HR-Finance data would
improve fairness, effectiveness, and defensibility—79 percent
believe a shared dashboard would help them manage more
fairly and effectively—yet only 2 percent currently report having
access to one.

Human judgment remains central. What changes is the quality
and completeness of the context supporting it.

How to put it into practice

Treat a unified HR-Finance platform as the infrastructure that
enables alignment, not alignment itself. The value comes from
how teams use shared data to make better decisions together.

26
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When managers have
the right context,
better decisions follow

Managers are already working to deliver people-fair and
budget-smart decisions.

Fragmented HR and Finance systems make that work harder
than it needs to be. But, when HR and Finance teams align
around shared data, definitions, and workflows, managers no
longer have to choose between fairness and financial discipline.
They gain the clarity and context to deliver decisions that stand
up to scrutiny—and move the business forward.

Shared context changes the equation. Trade-offs become
structured decisions, risk becomes manageable, and
confidence becomes built-in rather than improvised.
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When HR and Finance align, fragmentation gives way to shared
infrastructure. It enables managers to act with clarity and
leaders to act with confidence. “Fair and frugal” becomes one
decision, not two.

Build the foundation now—so that every people-fair, budget-
smart decision becomes living proof that HR and Finance work
better together.
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Key takeaways:
HR-Finance alignment,
data stitching, and fair
decision-making

« Managers aren’t failing—systems are. Managers understand people decisions must now be defensible, explainable,
what fair, budget-smart decisions require, but fragmented HR and consistent by default.
and Finance data environments force them into unnecessary . . o
« HR and Finance collaboration is now decision
trade-offs and guesswork. ) _ _
infrastructure. Alignment between teams determines
 Data stitching is a hidden operational tax. Manual whether managers can act with confidence or are left
reconciliation across HR systems, finance tools, and navigating conflicting signals and priorities.
spreadsheets quietly drains time, increases risk, and ) ) ) _
. . . « Spreadsheets increase risk as complexity grows. While
undermines decision confidence at scale. N _ _ _
familiar, spreadsheet-heavy workflows introduce version drift,
 Fairness and financial discipline shouldn’t compete. weak audit trails, and errors that erode trust in decisions and
When HR and Finance work from shared definitions and data, outcomes.
managers can deliver people-fair and fiscally responsible . )
. A unified HR and Finance system enables better
outcomes at the same time. ) o _ _
judgment. Bringing people and financial data together at the
 Decision pressure has become structural, not situational. point of decision replaces guesswork with shared context,

Rising scrutiny, pay transparency, and accountability mean clarity, and accountability.
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Meet Bob

At HiBob, we’ve built a modern HR platform designed We focused on building something that is robust yet intuitive

for modern business needs—today and beyond. and easy-to-use, which has led Bob to be the platform of choice
for thousands of fast-growing modern, mid-sized organizations.

< +,
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b

For managers For HR For employees
It provides access to data and It delivers automation of many common It’s the tools and information they
insights to help them lead more processes, allows greater oversight and visibility need to connect, develop, and
effectively and streamline processes. of the business, and centralizes all people data grow throughout their journey.

iIn @ secure, user-friendly environment.

In a short time, Bob can be deployed to enable communication, collaboration, and
connectivity that drives stronger engagement, productivity, and business outcomes.
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Now is the time to make smarter
decisions when it comes to
your people and organization

To learn more about HiBob and our data-driven tools, get in touch
with us at contact@hibob.com

o
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‘ hibob.com
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