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Abstract:

The present study aims to identify the dimensions and key components of customer relationship management (CRM) in small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs), with a particular emphasis on the utilization of advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence (Al) and
machine learning (ML). This research is qualitative and exploratory in nature and was conducted within the framework of grounded theory
using a thematic analysis approach. The statistical population consisted of academic experts in the fields of management and marketing, as
well as senior managers and experts from SMEs in Mazandaran Province. Purposive and snowball sampling techniques were employed until
theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in a total of 12 in-depth semi-structured interviews. The collected data were analyzed using
MAXQDA software and based on the six-phase thematic analysis method by Braun and Clarke (2006). To enhance the validity and reliability
of the data, triangulation was employed (interviews, documents, and expert review), and the coding process was repeated by a second
researcher. The findings identified seven key indicators of smart technology-based CRM: “customer-centric strategy,”
management,” “technological infrastructure for CRM,” “human resource management in CRM,” “strategic CRM planning,” “CRM
monitoring and evaluation,” and “machine learning and artificial intelligence in CRM.” These dimensions were designed and analyzed in the
form of an initial conceptual model to improve efficiency and customer satisfaction in SMEs. The results of this study can serve as a robust
foundation for developing localized and practical operational models for Al-based customer relationship management in small and medium-
sized enterprises.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

In an era marked by rapidly evolving technologies, dynamic market conditions, and rising customer expectations, the ability
of organizations to adapt and respond simultaneously to current operational needs and future innovation opportunities has
become a cornerstone of sustainable competitiveness. This dual capability, commonly referred to as organizational
ambidexterity, has garnered increasing attention in strategic management and marketing literature as a key determinant of firm
success, particularly in volatile environments such as the telecommunications industry (O'Reilly & Tushman, 2008; Simsek,
2009). Ambidextrous marketing—defined as the organization’s capacity to exploit existing capabilities while exploring new
market opportunities—has emerged as an essential strategic orientation in such contexts (Ho et al., 2020; Mehrabi et al., 2019).

The development of maturity models for assessing and enhancing ambidexterity has been proposed as a structured pathway

for organizations seeking to balance innovation and operational efficiency (Blondiau et al., 2016; Santos-Neto & Costa, 2019).
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These models offer organizations the tools to identify gaps, benchmark practices, and implement phased strategies for
improving ambidextrous performance. Despite their utility, limited research has focused on constructing ambidexterity maturity
models specifically tailored to marketing practices within the telecommunications sector—a domain that is not only
technology-intensive but also tightly regulated and customer-sensitive.

The telecommunications industry, due to its embeddedness in information infrastructures and its pivotal role in digital
transformation, faces both internal and external challenges that make achieving marketing ambidexterity particularly complex.
Internally, issues such as centralized decision-making, limited cross-functional integration, and lack of digital marketing
expertise constrain flexibility. Externally, factors including customer demand for personalization, market saturation, regulatory
volatility, and technological disruption further necessitate strategic adaptability (Chebbi et al., 2015; Moreno-Luzon et al.,
2014; Srikanth & Ungureanu, 2025).

Recent studies underscore that firms with high marketing ambidexterity demonstrate superior financial outcomes, enhanced
innovation capacity, and more effective customer engagement strategies (Ardabili et al., 2025; Josephson et al., 2016).
However, establishing such ambidexterity requires not only a cultural shift and leadership support but also structural changes
and technological readiness (O'Reilly & Tushman, 2013; Turner et al., 2013). Furthermore, researchers argue that building
ambidextrous capabilities in marketing is not a one-size-fits-all process but a staged transformation that must be aligned with
organizational maturity levels (Santos-Neto & Costa, 2019).

Given these dynamics, the present study aimed to design a comprehensive Marketing Ambidexterity Maturity Model
(MAMM) for the Iranian telecommunications industry. This model incorporates both exploration and exploitation components
and provides a roadmap for assessing and enhancing ambidextrous marketing capability. By drawing on qualitative insights
from industry experts, the study seeks to identify contextual factors, enabling conditions, strategic mechanisms, and
performance outcomes associated with marketing ambidexterity in this sector. In doing so, it fills a critical gap in the literature
and offers practical guidance for firms striving to remain adaptive and competitive.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a qualitative research design using grounded theory with a Strauss—Corbin approach. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with 18 industry experts, including marketing executives, R&D managers,
IT specialists, and academic scholars with significant experience in the telecommunications domain. Participants were selected
using purposive criterion sampling to ensure relevance and expertise. Interviews ranged from 20 to 60 minutes and continued
until theoretical saturation was reached. The collected data were transcribed and subjected to a three-step coding process: open
coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Data validity was enhanced through triangulation, prolonged engagement, negative
case analysis, and member checking.

Findings

The analysis resulted in a structured framework consisting of causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening variables,
strategic actions, and organizational outcomes related to marketing ambidexterity maturity. Three major causal conditions
emerged: (1) the need for market innovation, (2) availability of technological infrastructure, and (3) pressure to respond to
dynamic technology environments. These reflect internal and external forces that catalyze the transition toward ambidextrous
marketing capabilities.

Contextual factors were grouped into three axial codes: organizational structure and decision-making systems, human and

cultural resources, and customer-market characteristics. Within these, key issues such as centralized decision-making, poor IT—

oo ®

sl 48,3 & j90 (CC BY-NC 4.0) 2165 b Gollas 3151 puo yiawd &y dlia oyl i) .l oiamg 5 4 (laio lio oyl ,Liil Goi> oles V¥ © 1t 5> g 500



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

\f'? Jb‘(}l«}_’o)warjle)}i

marketing coordination, resistance to change, lack of digital marketing skills, and low market readiness for innovation were
recurrently identified.

Intervening variables included macro-political and economic policies, regulatory ambiguity, budgetary constraints,
leadership styles, and industry competition dynamics. These factors were found to either facilitate or hinder ambidexterity
efforts depending on how they were managed by the organization.

Strategic actions identified in the model encompassed multiple themes: (1) developing technological capabilities such as
CRM systems and cloud-based platforms; (2) institutionalizing a culture of ambidexterity through performance evaluation
reforms and innovation incentives; (3) strategic structuring including dual reporting lines and separate teams for exploration
and exploitation; (4) human capital development via digital training, talent identification, and leadership coaching; and (5)
external engagement with universities, consultants, and strategic partners.

The study also delineated several key outcomes of advanced marketing ambidexterity maturity. These included improved
marketing performance (e.g., increased campaign effectiveness and faster market response), market expansion (e.g., entry into
underserved segments and stronger digital presence), enhanced organizational learning (e.g., integration of failure analysis and
post-campaign evaluation), and the achievement of sustainable competitive advantage.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings affirm that marketing ambidexterity in the telecommunications industry is a multifaceted and evolutionary
process, deeply embedded within the structural, technological, and cultural context of the organization. The presence of strong
internal drivers—such as the need for innovation and the availability of data infrastructure—can stimulate the ambidexterity
journey, but success depends equally on the organization's ability to navigate contextual and institutional constraints.
Organizations that excel in ambidextrous marketing do not merely adopt dual strategies but create integrated systems that
promote simultaneous learning and execution.

Importantly, the study highlights that ambidexterity cannot be achieved through isolated projects or short-term initiatives.
It must be embedded as a long-term organizational capability, requiring commitment from senior leadership, cross-functional
collaboration, and a willingness to tolerate ambiguity and experimentation. Mature ambidextrous firms demonstrate resilience
by aligning short-term performance goals with long-term innovation imperatives, leveraging data-driven decision-making, and
fostering an agile response to environmental shifts.

The model also underscores that external factors—particularly regulatory complexity and economic instability—play a
significant role in shaping the feasibility of ambidexterity efforts. Organizations must not only build internal competencies but
also actively engage with their broader institutional environment to advocate for clearer policies, stable investment frameworks,
and innovation-friendly ecosystems.

In sum, the proposed Marketing Ambidexterity Maturity Model offers both a diagnostic and developmental framework for
telecommunications firms seeking to balance operational excellence with strategic renewal. It provides a structured pathway
for navigating the dual challenges of exploration and exploitation in a complex and fast-paced industry. By institutionalizing
ambidextrous thinking at all levels, organizations can enhance their strategic agility, customer responsiveness, and market

competitiveness in the digital age.
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