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Developing a Process Model of Human Resources as a Strategic Partner Using a
Mixed-Methods Approach: Thematic Analysis and Quantitative Construct

Assessment
Sa(legh Feizollahi'™* Submit Date: 30 June 2025 How to cite: Feizollahi, S., Mohammadvand, R., & Hajati Cheshme Gechi,
Reza Mohammadvand! Revise Date: 29 September 2025 A. (2026). Developing a Process Model of Human Resources as a Strategic
Ali Hajati Cheshme Gechi' Accept Date: 06 October 2025 Partner Using a Mixed-Methods Approach: Thematic Analysis and
Publish Date: 23 October 2025 Quantitative Construct Assessment. Intelligent Learning and Management
Transformation, 4(5), 1-29.

Abstract

This study aimed to develop and validate a process model explaining the factors influencing the transformation of human resources into a
strategic partner at the Ilam Gas Refining Company. This applied study employed an exploratory mixed-methods qualitative—quantitative
design. In the qualitative phase, the study population consisted of managers from the Ilam Gas Refining Company and university academics
specializing in public administration and human resource management. Using purposive sampling, 10 experts were interviewed until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis. In the
quantitative phase, the statistical population comprised 245 permanent employees of the company, of whom 150 were selected through
simple random sampling based on Cochran’s formula. A researcher-developed questionnaire derived from the qualitative findings was
used for data collection. Content, convergent, and discriminant validity were assessed, while reliability was evaluated using Cronbach’s
alpha and composite reliability. The proposed model was tested through partial least squares structural equation modeling using SmartPLS.
The thematic analysis generated 84 codes, 26 concepts, and three principal categories: managerial, individual, and organizational factors.
Structural equation modeling demonstrated that managerial factors had a positive and statistically significant effect on the strategic partner
role of human resources (=0.270, t=7.065). Individual factors also exerted a positive and significant effect (B=0.147, t=4.212), as did
organizational factors (=0.128, t=5.288). Among the predictor constructs, managerial factors produced the strongest direct effect on
the development of human resources as a strategic partner. The model’s goodness-of-fit index was 0.351, indicating an acceptable overall
fit. The transition of human resources toward a strategic partnership role requires the simultaneous development of managerial capabilities,
individual competencies, and organizational infrastructure. Nevertheless, managerial factors should receive priority in human resource
transformation initiatives because they exerted the strongest influence on the proposed model.

Keywords: Human resources strategic partner, mana(qeria]ﬁzctors, individualjbctors, or(qanizationalﬂictors, structural equation modeling, llam Gas

Refining Company.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Rapid technological development, intensified competition, environmental uncertainty, and the increasing

complexity of organizational operations have fundamentally altered the expected role of human resource



management. Human resource departments are no longer evaluated solely according to the efficiency of
administrative activities such as recruitment, payroll administration, training coordination, and employee
record management. Contemporary organizations expect human resource professionals to participate in
strategic decision-making, anticipate future workforce requirements, develop organizational capabilities,
manage talent-related risks, and align human resource policies with organizational priorities. In this context,
becoming a strategic partner requires human resources to move beyond a supporting or transactional role and
contribute directly to value creation, organizational adaptability, and sustainable performance.

The strategic-partnership perspective is closely related to the broader concept of strategic alliances. Strategic
alliances are collaborative arrangements through which parties combine complementary resources, exchange
knowledge, coordinate activities, and pursue objectives that would be difficult to achieve independently.
Recent research has emphasized that collaboration and business networking create value when relationships
are based on shared objectives, reciprocal commitment, trust, and effective communication (Mariam, 2025).
Although strategic alliances are commonly examined as interorganizational relationships, their underlying
logic can also be applied within organizations. Human resources can therefore be understood as an internal
strategic partner that collaborates with senior management, line managers, operational departments, and
employees to achieve organizational goals.

A strategic partnership cannot be created merely by formally changing the title or structural position of the
human resource department. Organizations require a strategic-alliance capability consisting of knowledge,
routines, coordination mechanisms, relational skills, and learning processes. Research conducted in innovative
economic environments has identified coordination, communication, partner evaluation, trust development,
organizational learning, and resource integration as major dimensions of strategic-alliance capability (Nouri
& Fazlzadeh, 2023). These capabilities are also essential for human resource departments because their
strategic influence depends on their ability to establish effective relationships with different organizational
actors and connect workforce-related decisions to broader strategic requirements.

The resource-orchestration perspective provides an additional foundation for understanding the strategic-
partner role. Possessing valuable human resources does not automatically generate competitive advantage;
organizational value depends on how resources are structured, bundled, coordinated, and deployed. Strategic
alliances become effective when managers combine complementary resources and direct them toward shared
outcomes (Min, 2022). Accordingly, strategic human resource management involves more than administering
employees. It requires the orchestration of human capital, managerial knowledge, organizational culture,
information systems, talent-development processes, and performance-management mechanisms in support of
organizational strategy (Min, 2022).

Managerial capabilities are particularly important in this transformation. Human resource managers must be

able to negotiate, manage conflict, lead change, assess risks, develop talent, design succession systems, and

communicate the organizational value of human resource initiatives. Studies on the selection of strategic allies



have demonstrated that successful collaboration depends on the systematic evaluation of innovation capability,
strategic compatibility, mutual interests, complementary resources, and cooperation-related risks
(Hajesmaeilian & Nezamivand Chegini, 2020). Similarly, human resource managers must identify the
expectations of senior executives and operational units, negotiate priorities, and design workforce programs
that respond to actual strategic needs.

Partner credibility is another critical condition. Research on partner selection in strategic alliances has
highlighted reputation, trustworthiness, specialist capability, cultural compatibility, commitment, experience,
and communication quality as important selection criteria (Shalbafian, 2020). Within organizations, human
resource managers can gain strategic legitimacy only when other decision-makers perceive them as
knowledgeable, reliable, analytically capable, and familiar with the organization’s business model. Personal
integrity, professional credibility, emotional intelligence, strategic thinking, and effective employee relations
may therefore influence whether human resource professionals are accepted as strategic contributors.
Strategic flexibility is equally relevant because organizations operate in rapidly changing technological and
economic environments. Evidence from technology entrepreneurship indicates that strategic flexibility and
strategic alliances facilitate technology commercialization and organizational responsiveness to innovation
opportunities (Chebo & Wubatie, 2021). Human resource departments must similarly be capable of
redesigning jobs, developing new competencies, reallocating talent, and modifying workforce policies in
response to environmental change. Without flexibility, human resource practices may remain disconnected
from evolving organizational requirements.

Digital transformation has further expanded the strategic potential of human resources. Human resource
information systems, workforce analytics, big-data applications, and predictive models can support more
accurate decisions regarding recruitment, employee retention, performance, learning, succession, and
workforce risk. Research has shown that digital-transformation leadership strengthens strategic alliances by
facilitating collaboration, trust, and organizational adaptation (Sohrabi et al., 2023). Predictive analytics can
also improve strategic decision-making by enabling organizations to recognize opportunities, anticipate risks,
and coordinate more effectively in data-intensive environments (Abbas et al., 2021). Therefore, the strategic
role of human resources increasingly depends on its ability to use information systems not merely for
administrative automation but for analysis, prediction, and strategic decision support.

The relationship between digital adoption, service quality, and strategic collaboration has also been linked to
organizational sustainability. Evidence from port-terminal organizations suggests that strategic alliances
mediate the contribution of digital adoption and service quality to business sustainability (Utama et al., 2024).
For human resource departments, high-quality services and reliable digital systems may strengthen
organizational trust and encourage managers to involve human resources in more important decisions.
Moreover, strategic alliances can facilitate business-model innovation by changing organizational activities,

resource arrangements, and value-creation processes (Patrick et al., 2021). Since business-model innovation



frequently requires new roles, competencies, structures, and employee behaviors, human resources should
participate directly in its design and implementation.

Organizational structure and culture determine whether such participation is possible. Studies of strategic
alliances in small and medium-sized project-oriented organizations have underlined the importance of senior-
management commitment, trust, goal compatibility, communication structures, and previous collaborative
experience (Nili, 2021). A human resource department cannot become a strategic partner when it lacks access
to organizational information, is excluded from strategic meetings, or operates within a culture that views
human resources exclusively as an administrative function. The transformation therefore requires supportive
structures, participative culture, transparent regulations, integrated information systems, and clearly defined
organizational objectives.

Strategic partnerships also require a systematic process. Research on customer-oriented organizations has
shown that alliance implementation involves identifying the need for collaboration, selecting partners,
designing governance arrangements, executing joint activities, monitoring performance, and evaluating
outcomes (Pourshahabi et al., 2022). This process perspective is relevant to the development of strategic
human resources because strategic partnership cannot be achieved through isolated interventions. It requires
an integrated sequence of capability assessment, managerial development, structural reform, process redesign,
relationship building, and performance evaluation.

Evidence from several industries confirms the value of strategic collaboration. Strategic alliances in the
automobile industry support technology sharing, cost reduction, market access, and capability development
(Malek Akhlaq & Timouri, 2021). Competitive alliances have also been associated with more effective green
supply-chain practices by improving access to complementary knowledge and technology (Abbas & Tong,
2023). In banking, partnerships with financial-technology companies can improve organizational efficiency
through technological development and digital banking (Soltanee & Tahmasebi Aghbolaghi, 2020). These
findings indicate that strategic partnership is an important mechanism for innovation, efficiency, sustainability,
and organizational learning.

The alliance approach has also been applied to broader developmental objectives. Collaboration among
governmental, private, and civic organizations has been proposed as a mechanism for developing sport for all
in alignment with national development policies (Asheghi et al., 2025). Similarly, strategic cooperation
between sport and economic systems may contribute to sustainable development and social value creation
(Zbiljic & Isakovic, 2025). However, not every cooperative relationship represents a genuine strategic alliance.
Analyses of international relations have distinguished long-term strategic alliances from temporary
convergence based on short-term interests, emphasizing the importance of institutional commitment, shared
objectives, and durable coordination mechanisms (Asaadi & Monavari, 2021). This distinction also applies to

human resources: occasional involvement in organizational projects does not constitute strategic partnership

unless participation is continuous, institutionalized, and connected to organizational outcomes.



Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop and quantitatively validate a process model of human
resources as a strategic partner based on managerial, individual, and organizational factors in the llam Gas
Refining Company.

Materials and Methods

This applied research employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design comprising qualitative and
quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, the study population included managers of the Ilam Gas Refining
Company and university academics specializing in public administration and human resource management.
Participants were selected purposively according to their professional experience and familiarity with strategic
management and human resource management. Semi-structured, in-depth interviews continued until
conceptual saturation was achieved, which occurred after the tenth interview.

The qualitative data were analyzed through thematic analysis. Interview transcripts were reviewed repeatedly,
meaningful statements were identified, and initial codes were generated. Related codes were compared,
refined, and organized into broader concepts and categories. The resulting qualitative framework was then
used to construct the conceptual model and develop a researcher-made questionnaire.

In the quantitative phase, the population consisted of 245 permanent employees of the Ilam Gas Refining
Company. Using Cochran’s formula and simple random sampling, 150 employees were selected. The
questionnaire measured the managerial, individual, and organizational factors identified in the qualitative
phase, as well as the strategic-partner construct. Content validity was evaluated through expert judgment.
Convergent validity was assessed using the average variance extracted, whereas discriminant validity was
examined using the Fornell-Larcker criterion. Internal consistency was assessed through Cronbach’s alpha
and composite reliability. Partial least squares structural equation modeling was conducted using SmartPLS to
evaluate the measurement model, estimate structural paths, and assess the overall goodness of fit.

Findings

The qualitative analysis generated 84 initial codes, which were refined into 26 concepts and organized into
three principal categories: managerial, individual, and organizational factors. The managerial category
consisted of self-management, negotiation skills, human resource valuation, succession planning, human
resource development leadership, outsourcing, change management, strategic performance-management
capability, talent management, and human resource risk management.

The individual category included professional perfectionism, honesty and integrity, emotional intelligence,
technical knowledge, reengineering capability, human resource integration capability, personal credibility,
strategic-thinking capability, effective relationships with employees, and flexibility. The organizational
category comprised team building and teamwork, organizational culture, organizational information systems,
organizational structure, rules and regulations, and organizational objectives.

The measurement-model results indicated acceptable reliability and validity. For managerial factors, the

average variance extracted was 0.719, composite reliability was 0.869, and Cronbach’s alpha was 0.826. For



individual factors, the corresponding values were 0.709, 0.870, and 0.839. For organizational factors, the
average variance extracted was 0.724, composite reliability was 0.795, and Cronbach’s alpha was 0.725. These
coefficients exceeded the accepted thresholds and confirmed adequate convergent validity and internal
consistency. The discriminant-validity assessment also supported the distinction among the principal
constructs.

The structural-model analysis showed that all three categories had positive and statistically significant effects
on the strategic-partner role of human resources. Managerial factors demonstrated the strongest direct effect,
with a path coefficient of 0.270 and a t-value of 7.065. Individual factors had a positive path coefficient of
0.147 and a t-value of 4.212. Organizational factors also had a positive effect, with a path coefficient of 0.128
and a t-value of 5.288. Since all t-values exceeded the critical value of 1.96, the effects were statistically
significant.

The strategic-partner construct had an R-squared value of 0.873, indicating that the model accounted for a
substantial proportion of its variance. The communality values were 0.409 for individual factors, 0.419 for
managerial factors, 0.424 for organizational factors, and 1.000 for the strategic-partner construct. The overall
goodness-of-fit index was calculated as 0.351. This value indicated an acceptable overall fit for the proposed
model and supported its suitability for explaining the development of human resources as a strategic partner
in the studied organization.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the transformation of human resources into a strategic partner is a
multidimensional process shaped by the interaction of managerial capabilities, individual competencies, and
organizational conditions. The qualitative results show that no single factor is sufficient to create a strategic
role. Instead, strategic partnership emerges when competent human resource professionals operate within
supportive organizational systems and apply appropriate managerial processes.

Managerial factors produced the strongest effect in the structural model. This result indicates that the strategic
position of human resources depends primarily on what human resource managers are capable of doing.
Strategic partnership requires them to translate organizational objectives into workforce priorities, negotiate
resources, manage change, develop talent, design succession arrangements, anticipate human capital risks, and
assess the organizational consequences of human resource decisions. These functions directly connect human
resource management to organizational strategy and explain why managerial capabilities had a stronger
influence than the other categories.

The importance of individual factors suggests that the strategic contribution of human resources also depends
on the professional and behavioral qualities of its managers. Personal credibility, honesty, emotional
intelligence, technical knowledge, strategic thinking, flexibility, and effective employee relationships create

the trust required for participation in sensitive organizational decisions. Senior managers are unlikely to treat




human resource professionals as strategic partners unless they demonstrate sound judgment, understand
operational realities, communicate persuasively, and maintain credible relationships with employees.

The significant effect of organizational factors indicates that individual and managerial competencies cannot
produce strategic partnership without institutional support. Human resource managers require access to
information, participation in decision-making, clear regulations, supportive structures, collaborative culture,
and alignment with organizational objectives. Information systems are particularly important because they
allow human resources to provide evidence-based analyses rather than relying exclusively on administrative
reports or subjective judgments.

The three categories should therefore be regarded as complementary components of an integrated process.
Managerial factors provide the mechanisms through which strategic action is implemented. Individual factors
establish professional legitimacy and relational effectiveness. Organizational factors create the structural and
cultural conditions in which strategic participation can occur. Weakness in any category can restrict the
effectiveness of the others. For example, a professionally competent manager may remain confined to
administrative work in an unsupportive structure, whereas an advanced information system may generate little
strategic value when managers lack analytical and strategic capabilities.

The model has particular relevance for the Ilam Gas Refining Company because gas-refining organizations
operate in technologically complex, capital-intensive, and high-risk environments. Their performance depends
on coordination among production, maintenance, safety, engineering, information technology, and human
resource functions. Human resources must consequently understand operational requirements, anticipate
competency shortages, support safety-related behavior, maintain critical technical talent, and prepare
employees for technological and organizational changes.

The findings further indicate that strategic partnership should be developed gradually and institutionally. It
cannot be achieved through a symbolic change in job titles or occasional participation in senior-management
meetings. The organization needs a formal development process involving competency assessment,
managerial training, information-system improvement, structural participation, interdepartmental
collaboration, and continuous evaluation of human resource outcomes.

In conclusion, the proposed model provides an empirically supported framework for developing human
resources as a strategic partner. Managerial, individual, and organizational factors all exerted significant
positive effects, with managerial factors showing the greatest influence. The transition toward strategic
partnership therefore requires simultaneous investment in managerial capabilities, professional competencies,
organizational culture, information systems, and structural arrangements. By implementing these elements as
an integrated process, the llam Gas Refining Company can strengthen the contribution of human resources to

strategic decision-making, organizational adaptability, workforce development, and sustainable performance.
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