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ABSTRACT

Objectives: This study aims to transform Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) into a strategic lever for
leadership and sustainable value creation within the digital economy. It explores the strategic role of CSR
at Hamrah-e Aval (Mobile Telecommunication Company of Iran — MCI) and identifies the desired vision
and pathways to elevate CSR to a strategic level.

Methods: This qualitative research employed a case study methodology and thematic analysis of semi-
structured interviews with 30 key stakeholders, complemented by documentary analysis.

Results: The findings are categorized into six key themes: establishment of a strategic CSR system; focus
on digital advantages; leadership of the innovation ecosystem; digital response to societal needs;
transparency and trust-building; and commitment to human capital and the environment. The results
indicate that a strategic CSR approach, linked with core technological capabilities and focused on creating
shared value (CSV), can serve as a driving force for realizing Hamrah-e Aval’s vision of becoming the
“largest digital economy holding” and the “most popular Iranian company.”

Conclusion: The study highlights the importance of integrating CSR with organizational strategy and
digital transformation. Practical recommendations include developing a digital CSR roadmap, establishing
an effective governance structure, and enhancing transparency to strengthen CSR’s strategic impact.

Keywords: Strategic social responsibility, Shared value creation, Digital transformation, Innovation
ecosystem, First companion.
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Extended Abstract:

Introduction: The digital economy, underpinned by transformative technologies, has profoundly reshaped
business paradigms, elevating Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) from a peripheral function to a
strategic imperative for sustainable value creation and competitive advantage. In this new landscape,
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) companies—particularly leading mobile operators—
are central actors with immense potential to shape societal futures. This study investigates the strategic role
of CSR within Iran’s burgeoning digital economy through an in-depth, qualitative case study of Hamrah-e
Aval (MCI), the nation’s largest mobile operator. As MCI strategically aims to become the “most popular
Iranian company” while leading the region’s ICT market, this research explores how a forward-thinking
CSR approach, deeply integrated with its core digital capabilities, can drive this strategic vision. The study
addresses a significant gap in the literature concerning the formulation and implementation of strategic CSR
in the unique context of a major telecom operator within an emerging market facing specific socio-
economic and regulatory conditions. It moves beyond descriptive accounts to build a future-oriented,
actionable framework grounded in stakeholder expectations.

Methods: Adopting an interpretive philosophy and a qualitative single-case study design, this research
aimed for a deep, contextualized understanding of the phenomenon. Data were collected through two
primary methods to ensure richness and triangulation. First, extensive document analysis of MCI’s strategic
reports, sustainability publications, annual financial statements, and media coverage was conducted to
understand the formal strategy and public positioning. Second, in-depth, semi-structured interviews were
carried out with 30 purposively selected key stakeholders. The sample was strategically chosen to represent
a diverse range of perspectives and included senior and mid-level managers within MCI, CEOs of its
subsidiary companies (e.g., in venture capital), industry experts, academics specializing in management and
environmental studies, and civil society representatives. This process continued until theoretical saturation
was achieved, approximately after the 25th interview. The collected data were transcribed verbatim and
analyzed using the inductive thematic analysis method proposed by Braun & Clarke (2006), facilitated by
MAXQDA 2020 software. Rigor and trustworthiness were ensured through established qualitative criteria
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), including data triangulation, peer debriefing to challenge researcher bias, and
member checking, where findings were shared with three key participants to validate their accuracy.
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Results: The thematic analysis revealed six core, interconnected themes that constitute a comprehensive
strategic CSR framework for MCI in the digital age:

L.

Establishing a Strategic and Integrated CSR Governance System: A core finding was the need
to move beyond ad hoc initiatives to a formal, board-level strategy. This includes developing a
documented Digital CSR Roadmap with clear metrics, establishing a dedicated cross-functional
steering committee, and integrating social and environmental KPIs into the performance evaluation
of business units.

Smart Focus on Core Digital Competencies: Stakeholders emphasized that CSR efforts should
be concentrated where MCI has the greatest expertise and can create shared value. This means
leveraging core ICT capabilities—such as network infrastructure, digital platforms, and data
analytics—to address societal challenges rather than dispersing resources across unrelated
philanthropic areas.

Leading the Digital Innovation Ecosystem: Participants viewed MCI as having a strategic
responsibility to actively support and nurture Iran’s tech startups and foster digital talent. This role
extends beyond financial investment to include providing mentorship, technical infrastructure, and
market access, thereby building national human capital and driving economic growth.

Pioneering Digital Solutions for Societal Needs: The framework highlights the expectation for
MCl to proactively use its infrastructure for the public good. Key areas identified include enhancing
digital inclusion in underserved regions, developing scalable platforms for e-health and e-
education, and using anonymized big data for social research (e.g., in urban planning or disaster
management).

Ensuring Radical Transparency and Building Digital Trust: Trust was identified as the most
critical currency. This theme calls for implementing transparent reporting based on global standards
(e.g., GRI), creating a public CSR portal detailing budgets and project impacts, and establishing
active stakeholder engagement channels to foster two-way dialogue.

Deep Commitment to Human Capital and the Environment: Finally, the framework
underscores the importance of fundamental responsibilities. This involves moving beyond
symbolic gestures to science-based commitments to employee well-being (mental health, work-life
balance) and environmental sustainability, including reducing the company’s carbon footprint and
investing in large-scale national environmental projects.

Conclusion: The findings strongly indicate that stakeholders expect MCI to leverage CSR as a core
strategic driver, not an ancillary activity. By operationalizing the identified six-theme framework, MCI can
transform its CSR from a perceived cost center into a powerful engine for innovation, competitive

advantage, brand enhancement, and risk management. This study provides a practical and context-specific
roadmap for integrating CSR with digital strategy, which is crucial for achieving the company’s long-term
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goals and making a significant, positive impact on Iranian society. Key recommendations include the
immediate establishment of a formal Digital CSR governance committee, the development of a public-
facing transparency portal, and the launch of flagship digital CSR projects in e-health and digital literacy
with transparent impact reporting.facing transparency portal, and the launch of flagship digital CSR projects
in e-health and digital literacy with transparent impact reporting.

Keywords: Strategic social responsibility, Shared value creation, Digital transformation, Innovation
ecosystem, First Companion
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