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This study examines the position and function of Corporate Social Responsibility in
mature startup companies in Iran over the past two decades. Based on Saunders'
research onion model, this study adopted an interpretivist, qualitative, and inductive
approach with a multiple-case study strategy. Data were collected through in-depth
semi-structured interviews with managers of 11 mature startups and analyzed using
thematic analysis. The findings indicate that CSR in these companies is often devoid
of a structured strategic framework, remains personalized, and is shaped by the
motivations and networks of senior executives. The dominant orientation involves
leveraging CSR as a tool for branding, marketing, and enhancing public relations
rather than as a sustainable strategy for stakeholder accountability. Structural and
institutional constraints, weak national policy frameworks, the political-security
framing of certain social issues by the state, and the limited capacity of civil society
and non-governmental organizations have collectively restricted corporate
engagement, reducing CSR activities largely to low-risk charitable endeavors.
Inherent characteristics of startups—such as rapid change, a broad stakeholder base,
organizational flexibility, and reliance on social media feedback—affect the formation
and implementation of CSR initiatives; however, an organic linkage between
innovation, business models, and CSR has yet to be fully established. These findings
suggest that CSR within Iran's startup ecosystem remains in an early, reactive stage.
Advancing its role requires supportive policy interventions, strengthening civil
society, the institutionalization of a multidimensional approach (economic, legal,
ethical, philanthropic), and integration of CSR into core strategic planning.
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Introduction

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has evolved from a peripheral activity into a strategic
imperative for modern businesses. While extensively studied in large corporations, its role within startup
ecosystems remains underexplored, particularly in developing countries. Startups, due to their structural
flexibility, innovative capacity, and broad stakeholder reach, represent a unique context for CSR
implementation. They can potentially integrate social and environmental goals into their business
models from inception, creating sustainable competitive advantages. However, the Iranian startup
ecosystem, which has seen significant growth over the past two decades, operates within a distinct
institutional, political, and economic environment. This study addresses a critical research gap by
investigating how CSR is understood, positioned, and practiced within mature Iranian startups. The
central research questions are: How is the concept of CSR defined and positioned in Iranian startups?
What are the actual CSR functions and activities of these companies? And what structural, institutional,
and internal barriers do they face in implementing CSR?

Method

This study adopts an interpretivist, qualitative, and inductive approach based on Saunders' research
onion model. A multiple-case study strategy was employed to capture diverse experiences across the
ecosystem. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with managers or CSR
experts from 11 purposively selected mature startups in Iran's online services and technology sector.
These companies were well-recognized, had reached a growth stage, and had demonstrable CSR
activities. The sample size was determined by data saturation. Thematic analysis was used to analyze
the interview transcripts, involving open coding, grouping codes into sub-themes, and synthesizing them
into main themes. To ensure trustworthiness (credibility and transferability), techniques such as member
checking, peer review, and providing rich, detailed descriptions (including direct quotations) were
employed.

Results

The analysis yielded three main themes, each with several sub-themes, illustrating the complex and
often constrained reality of CSR in Iranian startups.

Theme 1: Instrumental Motivation for CSR (Branding and Reputation). CSR is primarily driven by
marketing and public relations motives rather than ethical or strategic accountability. Sub-themes
revealed that CSR functions as a branch of branding and PR to improve stakeholder relations and
enhance corporate reputation. There is a strong emphasis on displaying CSR activities on social media
to shape public perception. While some startups attempt to align CSR with their core business mission
and values, the position of CSR remains fluid and dependent on organizational goals. Crucially, CSR is
seen as a means to ensure organizational survival and profitability. Participants noted a perceived
correlation between social and financial performance, viewing successful CSR projects as potentially
self-sustaining or directly contributing to revenue streams.

Theme 2: Persistent Structural and Institutional Barriers. Startups face significant internal and
external constraints that limit strategic CSR development. Internally, CSR lacks a systematic strategy;
projects are ad-hoc, fragmented, and characterized by trial and error. Decision-making is highly
personalized, relying on the motivations, networks, and preferences of top executives rather than formal
frameworks. Externally, weak national policy frameworks and ineffective government role-playing lead
to ambiguous guidelines on social impact. A major barrier is the state's political-security framing of
many social and environmental issues, which forces companies to abandon or alter projects. This results
in tailored or ordered CSR projects aligned with state preferences, severely restricting corporate social
activism and reducing CSR predominantly to low-risk, depoliticized charitable activities. Furthermore,
the weakness of civil society and NGOs—their lack of professionalism, inability to create proper
proposals, and absence in key sectors—hinders effective collaboration and feedback, further pushing
startups toward uncontroversial charity work.

Theme 3: The Influence of Startup-Specific Characteristics. The inherent features of startups create
a paradoxical environment for CSR. Their dynamism, rapid change, and the breadth of their stakeholder
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base (often encompassing millions of users) create significant potential for impact. However, their
newness and the ecosystem's immaturity (compared globally) mean that CSR is underdeveloped. This
environment drives startups towards choosing charity and philanthropy over legal or civic activism, as
it is safer. Activities are typically limited to allocating a portion of profits to charitable causes or offering
concessions to specific groups. Legal dimensions of CSR (e.g., financial transparency, corporate
governance, consumer rights) and ethical dimensions (e.g., anti-discrimination) are largely absent.
Startups show a strong avoidance of legal and political activism. Instead, they rely heavily on monitoring
citizen demands and social pressures through social media and online hashtags, flexibly adjusting some
business processes (e.g., banning animal sales) in response to public outcry. While this flexibility is a
key feature, it reinforces a reactive, instrumental view of CSR rather than a proactive, integrated one.

Conclusion

The findings reveal that CSR in mature Iranian startups is in an early, reactive, and largely pre-
strategic stage. The dominant model is instrumental, where CSR serves branding and PR functions,
aligning with critical perspectives that view CSR as a tool for social control and corporate advertising.
This contrasts sharply with normative stakeholder theory and integrated sustainability models. The
personalized, non-systematic approach contradicts the structured accountability required by Freeman's
stakeholder theory. The strong political-security oversight and weak civil society disrupt the social
contract between business and society, forcing a retreat into philanthropy. Consequently, CSR in this
ecosystem is overwhelmingly one-dimensional (philanthropic), far removed from Carroll's four-part
pyramid (economic, legal, ethical, philanthropic). The organic link between innovation, technology, and
responsible innovation has not yet been established, preventing startups from leveraging CSR for value
creation and long-term sustainable growth. The study concludes that advancing CSR in Iran's startup
ecosystem requires supportive policy interventions, strengthening civil society, institutionalizing a
multidimensional approach to CSR, and strategically integrating it into core business models and
governance structures. The proposed explanatory model illustrates the intertwined relationship between
instrumental drivers, institutional barriers, and startup-specific characteristics that collectively keep
CSR in a constrained, charitable, and reactive state.
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