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Abstract
Human resource management (HRM) professionalism is a key concept in public sector

organizations (Azar, 2022). Despite senior managers’ limited perceptions of HR professionals,
the evolving realities of global organizations have brought the enhancement of the HR
professional position into the spotlight. Therefore, the aim of this study was to propose a
qualitative model of HRM professionalism with an emphasis on strengthening the professional
standing of human resources in the Iranian National Tax Administration. This study was applied
in terms of its objective and qualitative in terms of data type. The qualitative population included
university professors and faculty members, as well as experts and scholars in the fields of
public management, policy-making and planning in the public sector, and HRM, all with over
five years of managerial and teaching experience. Sampling was conducted purposefully and
through the snowball method. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved,
and based on the saturation principle, 17 individuals were selected as the research sample.
Data were collected using semi-structured interviews. To identify and propose the research
model, thematic analysis was employed using MAXQDA software version 22. The results
indicated that the dimensions of the qualitative model included decision-making and problem-
solving under macro-level and ambiguous conditions; continuous training and development of
staff; standardized, transparent, and data-driven processes; technology management and
digital transformation; fostering a professional culture; organizational ethics and transparency;
employee assessment, selection, and performance management strategies; levels of
professionalism and communication skills; career path design and human resource planning;
motivational and welfare systems; the strategic role of HR; and alignment with macro-
organizational goals. Considering the identified dimensions, it can be concluded that HRM
professionalism in the Iranian National Tax Administration can only be realized through a
comprehensive, strategic, and data-oriented perspective. Human resources will attain their true
professional status within the organization only when they function as strategic partners in
achieving the organization's overarching goals.

Keywords: professionalism, human resource management, professional position of human
resources.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
In the contemporary landscape shaped by globalization, the information age, and emerging
technologies, organizations are compelled to restructure themselves through modern, dynamic, and
competitive management systems. These systems must also cultivate employees who exhibit
responsibility, initiative, and effective interpersonal relationships, sharing information to continually
meet evolving customer expectations and enhance service quality (Al-Qassem, 2025; Challen et al.,
2017; Kumar, 2025). National development is no longer measured solely by gross domestic product,
but increasingly by the capacity of its workforce in terms of skills, knowledge, and professional
capabilities (Chukwuemeka, 2015; Parsakia, 2024; Parsakia et al., 2023). Skilled human resources are
critical to national competitiveness (De Vries et al., 2009), requiring employees to possess advanced
technical and interpersonal competencies relevant to today’s high-performance organizational
environments (Giorgi et al., 2019).
Human capital, thus, has emerged as one of the core enablers of organizational success (Higgins &
Lo, 2018). However, public organizations in Iran continue to face persistent challenges—chief among
them being bureaucratic inertia, lack of professional motivation among staff, and a disconnection
between employee actions and strategic objectives (Igbal et al., 2023). A crucial reason for this
disarray lies in the misalignment between HRM goals and the overarching institutional strategies, as
well as the inadequate implementation of HR professionalism (Johnson et al., 2017).
Professionalism in human resource management is vital for public sector effectiveness (Koyliioglu et
al., 2015). Despite lingering skepticism among top managers regarding the strategic capacity of HR
professionals, shifts in global organizational structures have necessitated the empowerment and
elevation of HR roles. Knowledge-driven employees are considered the pinnacle of strategic HRM,
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with many scholars emphasizing not only qualifications and certifications but also deep-rooted ethical
conduct, adaptability, and commitment to institutional goals (Lopes De Leao Laguna et al., 2019).
Without professional HR systems grounded in ethics and transparency, institutions cannot sustain
high-performance trajectories or cultivate trust.

Professional behavior, though essential, is difficult to institutionalize (Siagian, 2019). Moreover, there
remains substantial ambiguity about the behaviors and attitudes that truly exemplify HR
professionalism (Syrigou & Williams, 2023). Literature indicates that many initiatives have focused
on behavioral and dimensional aspects of professionalism but have neglected causal or intervening
factors that determine its success. Additionally, many public sector attempts to professionalize HRM
have failed to deliver tangible outcomes (Valeau & Paillé, 2019), despite the conceptual recognition
of its necessity (Ulrich, 1997).

The current study, therefore, seeks to develop a qualitative model of HRM professionalism,
emphasizing strategic alignment and professional empowerment within the Iranian National Tax
Administration.

Methods and Materials

This applied, qualitative research employed semi-structured interviews to collect data from a targeted
group of academic faculty, public sector management experts, and HRM professionals with more
than five years of teaching and managerial experience. Participants were recruited through
purposive and snowball sampling techniques until theoretical saturation was reached, with a final
sample of 17 experts.

The research utilized library-based methods to develop the theoretical framework and thematic
analysis to analyze qualitative data. Data collection was conducted through structured and recorded
interviews (both face-to-face and virtual), and critical points were documented during each session.
Thematic analysis was implemented using MAXQDA (version 22), enabling the systematic
identification of codes, themes, and concepts. This included open coding—where key concepts were
identified from raw data—and axial coding, which connected these concepts around central
categories. The coding process focused on organizing responses into a structured model capturing
the primary and secondary dimensions of HR professionalism in the tax administration context.
Findings

The analysis led to the identification of ten key themes underpinning HRM professionalism in the
organization:

1. Decision-Making and Problem-Solving in Complex Contexts: This theme includes the
ability to interpret macro-level data, anticipate consequences, and adjust strategies
accordingly. Experts emphasized the importance of agility in resolving complex tax-related
issues.

2. Continuous Employee Training and Development: Ongoing capacity-building initiatives—
such as legal updates, stress management, and strategic training—were highlighted as
essential for improving staff readiness.

3. Standardized, Transparent, and Data-Driven Processes: Participants called for updated
databases, process standardization, and data-informed decision-making to enhance
procedural transparency and public trust.

4. Technology Management and Digital Transformation: Key strategies included using
electronic management systems, digital training platforms, and advanced analytics for HR
planning and control.
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5. Professional Culture, Ethics, and Organizational Transparency: Developing
organizational codes of ethics, monitoring ethical compliance, and implementing fair
recruitment policies were central to this dimension.

6. Employee Assessment, Selection, and Performance Management Strategies: Clear
performance metrics, talent identification, and personalized development plans were
identified as drivers of organizational excellence.

7. Professionalism and Communication Skills: Effective communication with clients and
stakeholders, negotiation competence, and cross-unit collaboration were described as critical
soft skills for HR professionals.

8. Career Path Design and Human Resource Planning: The creation of upward mobility
pathways, tailored career tracks, and competency-based promotion systems were stressed.

9. Motivational and Welfare Systems: Experts emphasized the need for performance-based
rewards, wellness programs, and benefits designed to retain talent and foster loyalty.

10. Strategic Role of HR and Alignment with Organizational Goals: The HR function was
urged to shift from an operational to a strategic role, aligning its activities with national policy
objectives and participating in strategic planning committees.

These themes were categorized into three progressive levels: foundational (infrastructure and
culture), operational (implementation and practice), and institutional (sustainability and strategic
embedding).

Discussion and Conclusion

This study contributes a comprehensive qualitative model that encapsulates the professionalization
of HRM within the Iranian National Tax Administration. The model reflects the maturity and strategic
adaptability of HR functions necessary to meet organizational missions in complex and evolving
environments. The ability to make strategic decisions under ambiguity signifies an advanced
capability to navigate public sector complexities. Structuring employee development as a systematic
and continuous process supports innovation, motivation, and long-term productivity.
Standardization and data-orientation foster transparency, drive consistent performance, and build
trust. Digital transformation is a non-negotiable pillar in enabling modern HR functions to respond
rapidly to environmental changes. Cultivating a culture of ethics, professionalism, and fairness
anchors the sustainability of such transformations. Effective performance management, anchored in
transparent and merit-based evaluations, incentivizes excellence and mitigates stagnation.
Professional communication is increasingly critical as HR acts as a bridge between organizational
needs and external expectations. Structured career development and human capital planning
sustain organizational memory and cultivate future leaders. Motivational and welfare initiatives
strengthen retention and morale, forming a resilient workforce. Ultimately, integrating HR into
strategic decision-making processes redefines its value proposition—transforming HR from a service
function into a strategic partner essential for achieving organizational goals.

The findings underscore that HRM professionalism is not a singular initiative but a comprehensive
transformation embedded in structure, culture, and leadership. It requires consistent investment in
employee development, technological infrastructure, and institutional trust. Only through such
systemic alignment can the HR function truly fulfill its strategic potential in the public sector.
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