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Abstract

This study was conducted with the aim of identifying the components of a professionalism model for human resource
management with an emphasis on strengthening the professional position of human resources in the [ranian National Tax
Administration. The research adopted a qualitative design. In the qualitative phase, the statistical population included experts
in the field of human resource management and senior executive managers employed in the Iranian National Tax
Administration, who were selected through purposive and snowball sampling methods. In this phase, data were collected
through 17 semi-structured interviews, and qualitative content analysis with open and axialcoding was employed to extract
the main themes. To enhance the credibility and dependability of the qualitative data, peer debriefingand independent coding
by two researchers were used. Specifically, theraw data and initialanalyses were presented to subject-matter professors for
critical feedback, and parts of the interviews were independently coded to assess the inter-coder agreement. Any
discrepancies were resolved through discussion, and consensus among coders was ensured. These procedures reduced
researcher bias and increased the reliability and trustworthiness of the findings and analyses. The qualitative findings
revealed that professionalism in human resource management can be conceptualized at three levels: “contextualization,”
“operationalization,” and “institutionalization.” At the contextualization level, concepts such as creating a professional
culture, transparency,and organizational ethics were highlighted. At the operationalization level, the focus was on training,
fostering meritocracy, and performance evaluation. Finally, at the institutionalization level, the emphasis was on
consolidating changes, designing careerpaths,and integratinghuman resource strategies with the organization’s overarching
goals.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, the role of human resources (HR) has shifted from a purely administrative function to a
strategic and value-generating component that significantly contributes to organizational success and
sustainability (Armstrong & Taylor, 2020). Public sector organizations, such as the Iranian National Tax
Administration, which are responsible for implementing macroeconomic and fiscal policies, are increasingly
in need of professionalized HR management systems capable of developing human capital, enhancing
performance, and ensuring the achievement of organizational missions (Berman et al., 2019). In this context,
HR professionalism emerges as a strategic necessity, encompassing not only the advancement of technical and
functional competencies but also the development of behavioral, ethical, and organizational capabilities
(Syrigou & Williams, 2023).
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HR professionalism is inherently multidimensional and is closely tied to the transformation of HR’s role from
an operational unit to a strategic partner within organizations (Boon et al., 2019). This transformation requires
a paradigm shift from a bureaucratic and administrative perspective to a human -capital-centric approach that
views employees as the primary source of value creation (Carillo, 2024). Research has consistently
demonstrated that human capital—comprising knowledge, skills, experiences, attitudes, and innovative
capacity—directly correlates with organizational productivity, economic growth, and sustainable competitive
advantage (Adomako et al., 2022; Chalastra et al., 2019). Without a skilled and professional workforce,
organizations are unable to adapt to environmental changes, meet stakeholder expectations, or achieve
developmental objectives (Ahmed, 2022).

However, numerous challenges hinder the realization of HR professionalism in public sector organizations. In
the Iranian National Tax Administration, issues such as low motivation, occupational burnout, lack of
transparency in promotion and evaluation processes, and unclear career paths have undermined both employee
potential and organizational productivity (Anwar & Abdullah, 2021). This aligns with the broader evidence
showing that the implementation of professional HR systems——characterized by standardized, transparent,
data-driven processes combined with motivational mechanisms and structured career paths—significantly
enhances employee performance and commitment (Alolayyan et al., 2021). Consequently, the INTA urgently
requires a systematic, professionalism-oriented HR approach to strengthen its human capital and organizational
capacity.

Professional HRM extends beyond technical proficiency; it necessitates developing leadership, ethical, and
behavioral competencies among managers and staff. Contemporary HR frameworks emphasize that
professional employees must exhibit organizational commitment, accountability, transparency, innovation,
and continuous learning to drive organizational progress (Aman-Ullah etal., 2022). This can only be achieved
through well-designed human capital development systems that prioritize continuous training, targeted
capacity building, and leadership development (Cameron et al., 2024). Evidence suggests that investing in
professional development not only improves organizational performance but also enhances employee loyalty
and reduces turnover rates (Challen et al., 2017).

Moreover, technological advancements and digital transformation have profoundly reshaped the nature of
work and HRM. The use of digital tools, electronic HR systems, and artificial intelligence not only increases
efficiency and transparency but also enables data-driven decision-making and strategic HR planning (Baek et
al., 2022; Klarin et al., 2024). This trend, known as algorithmic HRM, requires redefining HR professionals’
roles and strengthening their technological competencies (Cameron et al., 2024; Cooke et al., 2022). For the
Iranian National Tax Administration, transitioning from traditional HR practices to professional and
technology-driven systems is critical for achieving developmental goals.

Nonetheless, professionalism is not limited to technical and technological aspects; ethical and normative
dimensions are equally foundational. HR professionalism requires embedding a culture grounded in ethical
principles, transparency, fairness, and accountability, as these values underpin all other aspects of
professionalism (Chokprajakchat & Sumretphol, 2017; Chukwuemeka, 2015). Strengthening these values
enhances internal trust and external legitimacy while creating the foundation for implementing meritocracy,
structured career paths, and strategic HRM practices (Tully, 2023).

Additionally, HR professionalism in public sector organizations necessitates aligning HR strategies with
overarching organizational goals and governance systems. Such alignment elevates HR from an operational
unit to a strategic partner actively contributing to high-level decision-making and organizational
transformation (Binkley, 2024 ; Bratton & Gold, 2022). As a core agency responsible for generating public
revenue and ensuring fiscal justice, the Iranian National Tax Administration must institutionalize professional
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HRM practices to develop key employee competencies, boost productivity, and adapt to dynamic
environmental conditions (Alic, 2017).

Therefore, conducting a comprehensive study to identify the components of an HR professionalism model—
emphasizing the strengthening of the professional status of HR within the Iranian National Tax
Administration—is imperative. Such a study can offeralocalized and systematic model to guide policymakers
and senior managers in designing and implementing HR development strategies (Amin al-Jaf, 2024).
Ultimately, this model can enhance individual and organizational competencies, improve performance,
strengthen organizational commitment, and elevate human capital, thereby transforming HR professionalism
from an organizational requirement into a strategic necessity (Adomako et al., 2022; Chalastra et al., 2019).
Methods and Materials

This research employed a qualitative design aimed at developing a conceptual model for HR professionalism
tailored to the Iranian National Tax Administration. The study population consisted of HRM experts and senior
executive managers working in the INTA. Participants were selected using purposive and snowball sampling
methods, ensuring that all had at least five years of managerial or academic experience in public administration
or HRM.

Data were collected through 17 semi-structured interviews conducted both in person and virtually. The
interviews were recorded with participants’ consent, and detailed field notes were taken. Data were analyzed
using qualitative content analysis through open and axial coding, employing MAXQDA (version 22). To
ensure data credibility and dependability, peer debriefing and independent coding by two researchers were
employed. The initial codes and analyses were reviewed by external HRM scholars to provide critical
feedback, and inter-coder agreement was examined and reconciled through discussion.

Findings

The qualitative analysis revealed a three-level structure for HR professionalism in the Iranian National Tax
Administration: contextualization (infrastructural preparation), operationalization (implementation of
designed processes), and institutionalization (consolidation and sustainability of changes).

At the contextualization level, four key themes emerged:

e Decision-making and problem-solving under uncertainty, including competencies in analytical
assessment, scenario evaluation, adaptive decision revision, and handling complex tax cases.

e Professional culture, ethics, and organizational transparency, encompassing identifying cultural
gaps, establishing ethical codes, monitoring ethical compliance, and developing fair and transparent
HR policies.

e Technology management and digital transformation, which involved digital literacy training,
deploying electronic HR systems, enhancing organizational digital infrastructure, and adopting
advanced analytical tools.

e Meritocracy and process reform, highlighting the need to overhaul recruitment, promotion, and
operational processes to prioritize competence and reduce subjectivity.

At the operationalization level, four main dimensions were identified:

e Standardized, transparent, data-driven processes, such as process standardization, creating
comprehensive regulatory databases, continuous data updating, and data-based decision-making.

e Training and continuous professional development, including tax law training, specialized technical
workshops, stress management programs, and fostering a culture of lifelong learning,

e Communication skills and professional interactions, focusing on enhancing internal and external
communication with taxpayers and cross-unit collaboration.
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e Performance evaluation and improvement, involving identifying high-potential employees,
conducting transparent evaluations, preparing crisis response plans, and addressing performance
weaknesses.

At the institutionalization level, three overarching themes were derived:

e Career path design and HR planning, including progressive career opportunities, transparent career
trajectories, growth-oriented development paths, and assigning key projects based on performance.

e Strategic HR roles aligned with organizational goals, emphasizing the integration of HR strategies
with overarching objectives, transitioning HR from an operational to a strategic role, and ensuring
active HR participation in strategic committees.

o Institutionalizing ethics and transparency, embedding ethical standards and transparency as core
organizational values sustained over time.

This hierarchical structure clarifies the sequence in which HR professionalism elements must be introduced—
laying cultural and technological groundwork first, implementing operational systems next, and finally
institutionalizing practices to ensure sustainability.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings underscore that HR professionalism is a gradual, multi-stage transformation rather than a single
intervention. It begins with creating ethical, cultural, technological, and merit-based foundations; progresses
through operational implementation of standardized processes, continuous training, and data-driven systems;
and culminates in the institutionalization of strategic HR roles, career path systems, and ethical values within
the organizational fabric.

The emphasis on professional culture and ethics as foundational aligns with prior studies that link transparency,
fairness, and ethical conduct to employee trust, legitimacy, and organizational effectiveness (Chokprajakchat
& Sumretphol, 2017; Chukwuemeka, 2015). Similarly, the need for digital transformation mirrors global
trends highlighting the role of technology in enhancing HR efficiency, data analytics, and strategic decision -
making (Baek et al., 2022; Cameron et al., 2024; Klarin et al., 2024). The focus on meritocracy and process
redesign is also supported by evidence that competence-based recruitment and promotion systems foster higher
productivity, commitment, and innovation (Ahmed, 2022; Alic, 2017; Alolayyan et al., 2021).

Moreover, the operational dimension of standardized, transparent, data-based HR processes resonates with the
notion of evidence-based HRM and its link to improved decision accuracy and organizational reliability (Boon
et al., 2019; Bratton & Gold, 2022; Cooke et al., 2022). The centrality of continuous professional
development echoes the literature showing that targeted training enhances skills, closes competency gaps, and
increases both job satisfaction and retention (Adomako et al., 2022; Aman-Ullah et al., 2022; Challen et al,
2017).

Finally, institutionalizing career paths and strategic HR alignment confirmsresearch indicating that transparent
progression systems and integration with organizational goals boost motivation, commitment, and strategic
agility (Anwar & Abdullah, 2021; Berman et al., 2019; Binkley, 2024; Tully, 2023).

In conclusion, this study contributes a localized model for advancing HR professionalism in public
organizations, particularly the Iranian National Tax Administration. By sequencing professionalism across
contextualization, operationalization, and institutionalization, the model enables systematic capability-
building, enhances HR’s strategic role, and strengthens the overall organizational capacity to achieve
sustainable development objectives.
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