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Developing a Model of Human Capital Erosion: The Hidden Face of
Symbolic Management in Public Organizations

Extended Abstract

Background & Purpose

Human capital erosion is not merely a matter of losing skilled or specialized employees; rather, at
a deeper level, it refers to the erosion of the vitality and dynamics of the workforce. When
employees feel that their efforts are overlooked, they may experience a state of mental and
emotional exhaustion. Symbolic management is one of the factors that can contribute to the
erosion of human capital within organizations. Under a symbolic management approach, managers
engage in behaviors that are more performative and formalistic than substantive and effective.
Although symbolic management may appear to be an effective mechanism for maintaining
organizational image and responding to external pressures, at the internal level, it can have
detrimental effects on employees’ perceptions and motivation. Decorative or promotional
managerial actions, along with a gap between managerial rhetoric and actual practices, create
perceptual discrepancies among employees, leading them to shift from active participation toward
minimal and superficial work behaviors. Accordingly, the present study was conducted with the
aim of developing a model of human capital erosion in the context of symbolic management.

Methodology

This applied study adopted a qualitative research approach. The participants comprised
management experts, including public sector managers and university faculty members. Using
purposive sampling and the principle of theoretical saturation, 17 experts were selected. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews. The data were analyzed using Strauss and Corbin's
grounded theory approach. Interview data, together with concepts extracted from the relevant
literature, were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding. Initially, primary concepts
were identified from the data, then grouped into subcategories and main categories, and finally
integrated into a paradigm model consisting of causal conditions, the central phenomenon,
contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. To ensure the validity
of the data collection instrument, the interview guide was reviewed by several experts and faculty
members, and the necessary revisions were made based on their feedback. Reliability was

established through both intra-coder and inter-coder reliability assessments.

Findings

The findings led to the development of a paradigmatic model of human capital erosion in the
context of symbolic management in public organizations. The resulting model consisted of six
components: causal conditions, contextual conditions, the central phenomenon, intervening
conditions, strategies, and consequences. The causal conditions underlying symbolic management
included political and institutional pressures, the pursuit and maintenance of legitimacy,
preservation of managers’ image and credibility, stakeholder perception management, fear of
exposing managerial inefficiency, and the politicization of management. These conditions
encourage managers to adopt practices aimed at maintaining a favorable image of the organization
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and themselves, with greater emphasis on displaying success and responding to external
expectations than on substantive managerial effectiveness. The contextual conditions included
weak meritocracy, organizational opacity, concentration of power and decision-making,
ineffective performance evaluation, bureaucratic and hierarchical structures, and a culture of
organizational silence. By restricting employee participation, reducing transparency, weakening
accountability, and reinforcing informal relationships, these conditions provide a favorable
environment for the persistence of symbolic management. At the center of the model, symbolic
management emerged as the central phenomenon, manifested through managerial performativity, a
gap between rhetoric and action, and the predominance of symbolic representation over
substantive action.

The intervening conditions included an immature organizational culture, employees’
perception of the gap between organizational rhetoric and actual practices, high job dependency,
and high power distance. These conditions influence the intensity with which employees perceive
symbolic managerial practices and the ways in which they respond to them. Under such
conditions, strategies including performative organizational actions, symbolic empowerment,
organizational image management, symbolic transformation, and performative justice emerge.
These strategies are manifested through organizational promotion, symbolic reporting, superficial
employee participation, formal delegation of authority, positive image construction, superficial
reforms and innovations, and symbolic demonstrations of procedural and distributive justice. The
consequences of symbolic management were identified across six dimensions: cognitive,
emotional, behavioral, motivational, professional, and identity erosion. Cognitive erosion was
reflected in reduced creativity, learning, innovation, and idea generation; emotional erosion in
frustration, distrust, psychological exhaustion, reduced commitment, and hopelessness; and
behavioral erosion in organizational silence, hidden underperformance, minimal participation, and
behavioral indifference. Reduced work enthusiasm and energy, diminished voluntary effort,
turnover intention, career stagnation, talent loss, depletion of organizational knowledge,
disconnection from professional identity, a sense of meaninglessness at work, employee
instrumentalization, and declining perceived dignity were also identified as consequences. Overall,
the findings indicate that symbolic management can gradually transform from a mechanism for
maintaining legitimacy and organizational image into a process that progressively erodes multiple
dimensions of human capital.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that human capital erosion in public organizations is a gradual and
multidimensional process that cannot be explained merely by the loss of skilled employees or a
reduction in workforce size. Rather, it encompasses cognitive, emotional, behavioral, motivational,
professional, and identity-related dimensions of employees. In this regard, symbolic management
can function as an important mechanism contributing to this process. When the gap between
managerial rhetoric and actual practices widens and symbolic actions replace substantive ones,
employees gradually lose trust in managerial promises and decisions, while their perceptions of
justice, meaning, value, and effectiveness in the workplace become weakened. The developed
model demonstrates that symbolic management does not emerge in isolation; rather, it is
reinforced through its interaction with political and institutional pressures, weak meritocracy,
concentration of power, organizational opacity, ineffective performance evaluation, and a culture
of organizational silence. The persistence of these conditions creates an environment in which
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strategies such as performative actions, superficial empowerment, organizational image
construction, and symbolic transformation become more prevalent, ultimately producing erosive
consequences for human capital. Therefore, addressing human capital erosion requires
simultaneous attention to managerial practices and the structural and cultural conditions that
generate and sustain symbolic management. Based on the findings, public organizations seeking to
preserve and renew their human capital should reduce the gap between managerial promises and
actual practices, strengthen transparency and accountability, and move merit-based systems,
performance evaluation, and employee participation beyond formal compliance toward substantive
implementation. Attention to employees’ experiences and perceptions can also facilitate the early
identification of signs of human capital erosion. Overall, the proposed model provides a
framework for understanding how symbolic management can gradually develop into an erosive
organizational process and offers a basis for designing managerial interventions aimed at
preserving workforce vitality and human capital in public organizations.

Keywords: Symbolic management, Human capital erosion, Cognitive erosion, Emotional erosion,
Behavioral erosion, Identity erosion.
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