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Highlights

* The study identifies and models human resource challenges in audit firms using a mixed-
method (qualitative—quantitative) approach.

» Three overarching themes were identified: organizational, knowledge-related, and
motivational factors.

* A total of 15 organizing themes and 68 basic themes were extracted from the qualitative
analysis.

* SM results revealed that compensation, disciplinary systems, and lack of innovative work
behavior are the most influential challenges.

» The findings provide practical implications for improving recruitment, retention, and
motivation policies in professional audit firms.

Abstract

This research aims to identify and model the challenges of human resources in auditing
firms. Human resource management in organizations faces many challenges, and auditing firms
are no exception. This research, aimed at providing solutions for managing these challenges,
is categorized as exploratory research and, in terms of results, is considered developmental
research. Additionally, in terms of data type, this research is mixed-method (qualitative-
quantitative). Initially, the influencing factors were extracted by reviewing the literature, content
analysis, and thematic analysis of related research. Then, using the Interpretive Structural
Modeling (ISM) technique and based on the opinions of academic and executive experts, the
relationships between various factors were identified and analyzed. The data collection tool
was a researcher-made matrix table, and the unit of analysis was the themes extracted from
the literature. The qualitative results showed that the pattern of human resource challenges in
auditing firms includes three overarching themes (organizational factors, knowledge-related
factors, and motivational factors), 15 organizing themes, and 68 basic themes. In the quantitative
section, ISM analysis was used to determine the most effective components of human resource
challenges. The results indicated that employee compensation, disciplinary systems, and the
lack of innovative work behavior are the most effective components in the pattern of human
resource challenges in auditing firms.

Keywords: Human resource challenges, auditing firms, human resource management,
interpretive structural modeling, thematic analysis.
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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

In contemporary organizational contexts, human resources are increasingly recognized
as strategic assets capable of generating sustainable competitive advantages and driving
institutional growth. Individuals play a vital role across all organizational levels, and from a
managerial standpoint, they constitute the core of organizational capital. Nevertheless, effective
human resource management (HRM) practices are often relegated to lower strategic priorities,
particularly in professional service firms such as auditing institutions.

The nature and intensity of HR challenges vary across organizations depending on
environmental conditions and operational domains. For instance, the human resource issues
faced by a local non-governmental entity differ significantly from those encountered by a
public-sector institution. Consequently, identifying and addressing HR challenges through
empirical research remains a focal concern for scholars and practitioners alike.

Auditing firms, as pivotal actors in modern economies, are no exception. Their operational
dynamics and workforce structures warrant rigorous investigation, especially given the
centrality of professional human capital in delivering assurance services. In the Iranian
economic landscape, auditing firms face unique HR challenges that merit targeted analysis.
This study aims to systematically identify and model these challenges, offering actionable
insights for improving HRM in the auditing sector.

2. Materials and Methods

This research adopts a mixed-methods approach, integrating qualitative and quantitative
techniques to explore and structure HR challenges in auditing firms. Initially, relevant factors
were extracted through a comprehensive literature review, content analysis, and thematic coding
of prior studies. The qualitative phase yielded 68 basic themes, organized into 15 organizing
themes and three overarching dimensions: organizational factors, knowledge-related factors,
and motivational factors.

Subsequently, the Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) technique was employed to analyze
the interrelationships among these factors. Expert input was solicited from both academic
scholars and industry professionals to construct a structural self-interaction matrix (SSIM).
The unit of analysis comprised the extracted themes, and the ISM methodology facilitated the
development of a hierarchical model delineating the driving and dependent variables within the
HR challenge framework.

3. Results and Discussion

The ISM analysis revealed that certain components exert foundational influence across the HR
challenge landscape. Specifically, employee compensation systems, disciplinary mechanisms,
and the absence of innovative work behavior emerged as the most influential drivers. These
elements occupy the lower tiers of the ISM hierarchy, indicating their catalytic role in shaping
broader HR outcomes.

Conversely, challenges such as job burnout, limited career advancement opportunities,
and dissatisfaction with the work environment were identified as resultant conditions—
manifestations of deficiencies in the foundational components. The structural model illustrates
a cascading effect, whereby weaknesses in compensation and disciplinary systems propagate
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upward, exacerbating motivational and retention issues.

The divergence in perspectives between academic and executive experts was also
noteworthy. While practitioners emphasized tangible concerns such as salary structures and
insurance coverage, academics highlighted intangible dimensions including organizational
culture, professional development, and psychological well-being. This underscores the need for
integrative HR strategies that reconcile operational realities with developmental imperatives.

4. Conclusion

This study provides a structured and interpretive model of human resource challenges in
auditing firms, offering a diagnostic tool for strategic HRM interventions. The findings
underscore the primacy of compensation, disciplinary systems, and innovation culture as
leverage points for organizational improvement. Addressing these core issues can mitigate
higher-order challenges and enhance workforce stability, engagement, and performance.

Recommendations for auditing firm managers include:

* Revising compensation frameworks to align with professional standards and cost-of-living
indices

« Establishing transparent career progression pathways for junior auditors

+ Cultivating a culture of innovation and continuous improvement

* Enhancing performance appraisal systems with constructive feedback mechanisms

+ Investing in targeted professional training and soft skill development

* Promoting organizational support structures that safeguard mental health and job satisfaction

The proposed model offers transferability to other professional service contexts and
contributes to the broader discourse on strategic human resource management in knowledge-
intensive industries.
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