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Abstract:

This study aims to trace the causal process of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) implementation from policy formulation to social and
environmental outcomes in four selected petrochemical companies in the Mahshahr Economic Zone. A qualitative—interpretive research
design with a comparative case study approach was employed. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 20 managers,
CSR officers, and HSE personnel, along with document analysis including CSR reports, policy documents, and environmental records,
complemented by limited field observations. Data analysis followed three stages: within-case analysis, cross-case comparison, and thematic
coding (open, axial, and selective). Process tracing was applied to reconstruct the causal chain involving policy approval, budget allocation,
project implementation, reporting, and stakeholder feedback. Results indicated that although all companies followed a similar CSR process
cycle, substantial differences existed in the depth, quality, and impact of CSR initiatives. Companies with higher organizational maturity
and longer CSR experience—specifically Bou Ali Sina and Bandar Imam—demonstrated stronger environmental performance, transparent
reporting practices, and more extensive community engagement. Process tracing revealed clear causal pathways linking managerial
decisions, budgetary allocations, project types, stakeholder interactions, and subsequent social and environmental outcomes. The study
concludes that CSR is a dynamic, context-dependent process, and its effectiveness relies on integrated policy development, consistent
funding, transparent reporting, and meaningful stakeholder engagement. Strengthening these elements can enhance the long-term social and
environmental impact of CSR and support sustainable development within industrial regions.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has evolved from a peripheral organizational practice into a core strategic
imperative that shapes firms’ social legitimacy, environmental stewardship, and long-term competitiveness. Increasing
regulatory pressures, rising stakeholder expectations, and broader sustainability challenges have pushed companies,
particularly those operating in environmentally intensive industries, to embed CSR into their strategic management systems.
Contemporary research consistently highlights the significance of CSR in enhancing both financial and non-financial
performance, reinforcing stakeholder trust, and improving environmental and social resilience (Strazzullo et al., 2025).
Organizations are now expected to demonstrate transparency, accountability, and authentic engagement with their
stakeholders, which has elevated CSR from a voluntary practice to a fundamental dimension of corporate governance (Danish
etal., 2025).

CSR performance is strongly linked to stakeholder trust, corporate reputation, and ethical identity. Evidence indicates that
CSR initiatives, when aligned with organizational strategy, catalyze positive employee behavior, improve brand equity, and
reinforce external legitimacy (Zhao et al., 2024). In industries where environmental risks and social consequences are
substantial—such as petrochemical manufacturing—CSR becomes even more essential for mitigating reputational risks and
ensuring compliance with environmental and social norms (Yang & Jin, 2024). The adoption of CSR policies enables firms to
address ecological impacts, enhance transparency, and create shared value with local communities (Wang et al., 2024).

Organizations increasingly rely on CSR not only to meet regulatory standards but also to improve their long-term
sustainability. Several scholars emphasize that robust CSR frameworks contribute to organizational innovation, strategic
agility, and environmental performance (Mohammadi et al., 2024). CSR is also found to influence financial outcomes by
reducing operational risks, improving access to capital, and strengthening stakeholder relationships (Li et al., 2024). Prior
studies further reveal that environmental accounting, ESG ratings, and green human resource management significantly
support CSR performance and lead to better environmental and social outcomes (Elamer, 2024). In addition, the integration
of digital transformation into CSR structures has improved transparency and reporting accuracy, offering organizations
advanced tools for environmental monitoring and stakeholder engagement (Bhat et al., 2024).

Scholars have also shown that CSR implementation differs widely across industries and organizational settings. CSR
outcomes depend on internal control systems, governance structures, ownership characteristics, and management ethics (Bezi
et al., 2024). The petrochemical sector, in particular, faces growing pressure due to its environmental footprint and socio-
economic significance. Research demonstrates that CSR engagement in such industries strengthens community relations,

enhances environmental compliance, and mitigates tensions between corporations and local stakeholders (Alassuli, 2024).
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Moreover, firms that adopt systematic CSR reporting mechanisms tend to achieve more consistent environmental and social
performance (Vuong & Bui, 2023).

Despite the growing body of evidence, gaps remain in understanding the causal mechanisms underlying CSR
implementation, especially in developing countries where CSR may be shaped by distinctive socio-cultural and institutional
dynamics. Process-based studies that trace the actual chain of decisions—from policy formulation to project implementation
and stakeholder feedback—are limited. Research therefore calls for deeper contextual inquiry into how CSR unfolds within
organizations, how managerial decisions shape outcomes, and how internal and external factors interact to influence the
success or failure of CSR initiatives (Umair et al., 2023).

To address this gap, the present study employs a qualitative process-tracing approach to examine CSR implementation
across four petrochemical companies in the Mahshahr Economic Zone. By systematically reconstructing the causal chain
from policy design to environmental and social outcomes, the study seeks to identify similarities, differences, and underlying
mechanisms that determine CSR effectiveness (Tang, 2023). This approach responds directly to scholarly recommendations
for more nuanced CSR analyses that incorporate stakeholder perspectives, organizational context, and dynamic interactions
among decision-makers (Martos-Pedrero et al., 2023). In doing so, it builds on the theoretical foundation suggesting CSR
must be understood as a context-dependent process shaped by governance, resources, and technological and cultural factors
(Boulhaga et al., 2023; Coelho et al., 2023; Gupta & Das, 2022; Naseem et al., 2020).

The purpose of this extended abstract is to present the methodological design, major findings, and key implications of this
study, which aims to trace the causal process of CSR implementation from policy formulation to social and environmental
outcomes in selected companies of the Mahshahr petrochemical hub.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative, interpretive research design to explore CSR implementation processes within four
petrochemical companies. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with senior managers, CSR officers, HSE
executives, and human resources personnel, complemented by document analysis, including CSR reports, environmental
performance records, mission statements, and internal policy documents. Limited field observations were also conducted to
gain contextual understanding of environmental and social projects.

The sampling strategy was purposive, selecting participants with direct involvement in CSR planning, execution, or
reporting. A total of 20 participants were included, representing various managerial levels and functional units. Companies
were selected based on diversity in ownership structure, organizational maturity, level of CSR engagement, and data
accessibility.

Data analysis followed three stages: within-case analysis, cross-case comparison, and thematic coding. The within-case
analysis reconstructed the CSR process chain for each company, while the cross-case comparison identified similarities and
differences in causal pathways. Thematic analysis, using open, axial, and selective coding, produced integrative themes
representing core CSR components across the cases.

Findings

The results revealed that all four companies followed a similar structural sequence in CSR implementation: policy
approval, budget allocation, project execution, reporting, and stakeholder feedback. However, the depth, efficiency, and

impact of these stages varied considerably.
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Company A (Maroon) demonstrated strong local community engagement and focused heavily on environmental
mitigation and vocational empowerment. Budget allocation was stable, and annual reporting practices contributed to
increased stakeholder trust. The causal pathway indicated that community-focused policies led to enhanced collaboration and
improved environmental performance.

Company B (AmirKabir) emphasized energy optimization and pollution reduction. Transparent environmental policies
strengthened employee commitment, while regular reporting reinforced accountability. Process-tracing showed that clearly
defined environmental strategies and efficient budgeting directly influenced operational improvements.

Company C (Bou Ali Sina) adopted a sustainability-oriented approach with broad social and environmental initiatives.
Policies were integrated into the broader organizational strategy, resulting in multiple long-term community benefits,
including job creation and skills training. The causal chain revealed that sustainable policy frameworks and strong
stakeholder interactions generated higher social acceptance and program effectiveness.

Company D (Bandar Imam) exhibited the most mature CSR structure, characterized by long-standing policies, extensive
community partnerships, and large-scale environmental projects. Budget capacity enabled infrastructure development and
advanced pollution-control initiatives. Process-tracing indicated that organizational maturity and consistent stakeholder
engagement were key drivers of high-impact CSR outcomes.

Cross-case analysis identified three major differentiating factors: policy maturity, reporting transparency, and stakeholder
engagement intensity. Companies with stronger strategic alignment and deeper institutionalization of CSR presented more
impactful social and environmental results.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study demonstrates that CSR implementation in the petrochemical sector is a complex, multi-stage process in which
managerial decision-making, resource allocation, and stakeholder dynamics play critical roles. While all companies followed
a similar structural sequence, effectiveness depended largely on the depth and consistency of policy enactment, the stability
of budgeting procedures, and the quality of organizational communication. Companies with more mature CSR systems
achieved broader and more sustainable outcomes.

By applying process-tracing, this study highlights how CSR initiatives evolve through identifiable causal chains. Policy
decisions shape budgetary outcomes, which in turn influence project implementation, stakeholder feedback, and eventual
social and environmental improvements. Companies that actively integrated stakeholder feedback and maintained transparent
reporting demonstrated higher legitimacy and greater effectiveness.

Overall, the findings suggest that CSR in the petrochemical sector should be conceptualized not as isolated projects but as
interconnected processes shaped by organizational culture, governance, and community relationships. Strengthening these
linkages can significantly enhance CSR’s contribution to sustainable development, social welfare, and environmental

stewardship.
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