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Abstract: Failure is a necessary by-product of experimentation and being able to identify early failures is important for recognizing where opportunities are, and are not, and for allowing a quick release of resources for more promising projects. This is particularly important for small enterprises suffering from resource limitations but examining own failures is emotionally unpleasant and entrepreneurs usually show aversion to reflect on their unsuccessful experiences. Overall, organizations that are able to learn from failure are extraordinarily rare despite their commitment to do so and, due to the tendency of researchers to focus on successful cases, the possibilities to learn from failure are diminished. 

This paper takes a look at a failure case of knowledge transfer in the context of a product development process and analyzes the factors that had a negative influence on it. In order to explore this phenomenon, a single case was used and both actors involved, a graphic designer working in the field of creative industries and his client, were interviewed. Secondary data comprising written documents, references and other relevant material, were also collected for data triangulation. 

We found that keeping time, external opinions and the feeling of ownership in mind, is critical to avoid mistakes during the knowledge transfer process. More specifically, the investigated case seemed to fail mainly due to the propensity of the designer to push the project forward without allowing enough time for the client to process and make sense of information. In this regard, we see how designers face a paradox as they pursue effective knowledge transfer. Ambiguity and contradictions make the development process longer but they are necessary for effective knowledge creation. From a managerial perspective, the identified factors point some of the areas in which freelancers and their clients must concentrate as they try to avoid unsuccessful knowledge transfer. 
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Introduction
The importance of organizational learning and the capacity of companies to learn from mistakes and failures have been recurrent topics for researchers since the 90s (e.g. Cannon and Edmonson, 2001; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Skjølsvik et al, 2007) but organizations find learning from failure to be challenging (Gino and Staats, 2015, 112). Generally, companies seem to agree that not embracing learning “would seem foolish indeed” (Cannon and Edmonson, 2001, 165) but organizations that are really able to learn from failure are extraordinarily rare despite their commitment to do so (Edmonson, 2011, 49, emphasis added).
	
In this process of learning from failure, the identification of early mistakes or errors helps organizations to recognize where opportunities are, and are not, and allows for a quick release of resources for more promising projects (Isenberg, 2011, 36). This ability to quickly reassign assets is particularly relevant for companies suffering from limited resources, such as small and medium enterprises (SMEs) (Scozzi, Garavelli and Crowston, 2005, 122-125) of which microenterprises with less than ten employees (European Commission, 2003) suffer the most. 
 
The role of these SMEs as economic actors and job creators is indisputable (e.g. Coviello and Joseph, 2012, 88; EC, 2010) and, in recent years, we have seen an unprecedented rise in the number of the smallest type of microenterprises, the freelancers. Their numbers have increased from 6.2 to 8.9 million in the 2004-2013 period and they nowadays account for 25% of those working in professional, scientific and technical work, or 22% in arts and entertainment (Leighton and Brown, 2013, 1-5). Although their economic potential is acknowledged (e.g. Rapelli, 2012, 6), they have been systematically neglected by the academic literature (Leighton, 2015, 82). 
	
As their numbers grow, freelancers become critical for some sectors such as the one of the cultural and creative industries (CCIs). These industries have been identified as having a crucial role for the economy (EC, 2010; Potts and Cunningham, 2008) and freelancers account for majority of its workforce (Europa Innova, 2011, 9). These CCIs can be seen as those “industries which have their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent and which have a potential for wealth and job creation through the generation and exploitation of intellectual property” (UK DCMS, 2001). They are characterized for having their value defined by their own development and adoption of knowledge (Potts and Cunningham, 2008, 172) and avoiding failures in knowledge transfer is therefore crucial for freelancers operating in this field. 

These freelancers are clearly not the same than larger enterprises and how they deal with failure is likely to be different as well. For example, larger organizations have the possibility to learn from mistakes and collectively avoid making the same ones in the future (Edmonson, 1996, 87, emphasis added), a possibility not available for freelancers. More generally, researchers on organizational failure and knowledge transfer have had a tendency to focus on large organizations. 
 
Acknowledging that research focusing on freelancers has been almost inexistent and how crucial is for them to identify mistakes and learn from failure, this paper explores an unsuccessful attempt of knowledge transfer in the field of CCIs. The rest of the document is organized as follows. In the next section the methodology of the paper will be presented and followed by a case description of a failed knowledge transfer process. The paper then continues with analysis and discussion, and finalizes with a conclusion section.
Methodology
Researchers tend to focus on successful cases and, although failure is not to be idealized (Coad, 2014), the “wisdom” of learning from failure is undeniable (Edmonson, 2011, 49). In this regard, this research is conducted as an exploratory study that takes the special characteristics of freelancers and CCIs into account and aims to contribute to the limited research covering knowledge transfer failure. 

Due to its exploratory nature, a qualitative study was selected as the most suitable approach (Creswell, 2013, 47) and a case study methodology, defined here as “an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context” (Robson, 1993, 5), was used. More specifically, a single case study was selected to allow the researcher to gain a deep understanding of the phenomena (Dyer and Wilkins, 1991) by following an abductive approach with close interaction between literature review and empirical undertakings and data analysis.

This abductive approach is inherent to qualitative research and the complex reasoning, through inductive and deductive logic. In this paper, patterns, categories and themes are built bottom up (Creswell, 2013, 45), similarly as in grounded theory in which the discovery of theory is done “from data systematically obtained from social research” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, 2). These data were collected from the designer and the client through interviews and secondary data were gathered for data triangulation. These different data sources allowed to cross-check differences between the interviews, and to ensure the respondents were recalling events accurately. 
	
The case used in this paper was selected by following the selection process portrayed in Figure 1. This process started during the empirical undertakings that led to the development of Gonzalez-Cristiano (2016) and comprised interviews with eight different freelancers in the field of CCIs. These interviews regarded knowledge transfer in product development and finalized with a question on whether the freelancers could recall any failed projects. To avoid confusion, interviewees were instructed to regard failure as to any deviation from expected and desired outcomes, including both avoidable errors and unavoidable negative outcomes of experiments and risk taking (Cannon and Edmonson, 2001, 162).

The objective of this selection process was to identify failure cases from “individuals who could contribute to the evolving theory”, thus following a theoretical sampling approach (Creswell, 2013). As acknowledged by De Massis and Kotlar (2014, 17), theoretical sampling is relatively straightforward for single cases and two failed projects were assessed for further investigation. One of the reasons to select single case studies is due to unusual research access (De Massis and Kotlar, 2014, 17) and finding subjects willing to talk about failure experiences proved difficult. The willingness of the freelancer and the client to discuss the project, together with the adequate level of complexity of the case, made it suitable for this exploratory study. 
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Figure 1. Selection process of the failure case.

The analysis of the data tried to match emergent codes with existing theories by following a coding process in three stages as recommended by Strauss and Corbin (1990). Stage one aimed at gaining a general understanding of the different themes/categories present in the interviews and, in a second stage, codes derived from the categories were assigned to different passages of the transcribed interviews. To finalize, in stage three, these codes were matched with existing theories and conclusions about the failure case were drawn. 
Case description and results

This case study portrays a project of Freelancer A, who was one of the freelancers interviewed for Gonzalez-Cristiano (2016). This designer is a 32-year-old man from Spain with over eight years of professional career and with a focus on corporate image. He has work experience as a freelancer and as an employee in design agencies and design departments in private companies and has been a full-time freelancer for the past one year and a half. During this period, he has been able to concentrate on corporate image but has also work on illustration and web design. The client of our case, Client A, is a 33-year-old interior designer from Spain with a passion for travelling. She describes herself as a lively, curious and creative person with “always a drive for more”.

In this paper, we are concentrating on Stork&Arrow, a development project in which the designer was asked to develop a brand name for Client A, who aimed to start her own handbag label. This development started as a side project of a corporate image the designer was developing for Client A but eventually became the main project between them. The rest of the case is described below.
Stage 1: creation of a highly abstract conceptualization
As described by both Freelancer A and Client A, the process started with a formal kick-off meeting related to the development of a corporate image for an interior design studio. It soon became clear that Client A had more project ideas in mind including the development of her own handbag label. The kick-off meeting was subsequently followed by the creation of a shared panel under the web platform Pinterest, in which Client A uploaded photos and material that inspired her. This material mostly related to strong women in different cultures such as gypsies and pioneers of women’s liberation movements such as hippies or flappers. 

In addition to these references, Client A’s personality and the characteristics of the project were to be taken into account for the development of the brand. In this regard, the idea of developing a handbag label stemmed from Client A’s passion for fabrics and was specifically triggered when she bought a large amount of different cloths from a company that was close to bankruptcy. The original idea was to create a brand that would produce different garments and handbags but, through a process of scaling down, the idea was finally limited to handbags for yoga mats. The concept of the label and the brand was also to have a social dimension in which part of the benefits would be used for women empowerment in developing countries. 

Taking all these references, the client’s personality and background, and the characteristics of the project, into consideration, the designer put together a strategic/creative document that served as a guide for further development. 
Stage 2: creative concept
The creative concept derived from the document created in the end of stage one. In stage two, the references captured in phase one were turned into a story. The designer worked on the development mostly on his own and the client stated that ”sometimes I had the impression that, since he went along with the creative development, I did not see myself reflected on what he was doing”. The designer, on his end, explicitly said that he made decisions for the client in order to ensure that the project was not getting longer:

”In the end I realized that what I needed to do was to impose, to make myself respected, you know? Even if I needed to pretend just to convince her that I was right. This approach worked. So when I wanted something to progress, I would simply force her and convince her about something and that was it.”

Similarly, when concerned about timing, the designer would say that, ”I realized that if I would soften up and take her opinion into account, it would be a mistake”. 

During the search for stories that could encapsulate the references provided by the client, her personality, and the background and nature of the project, the designer came across the concept of Pfeilstorch. The designer and the client described Pfeilstorch in their interviews as the historical episode in which the winter migration route of storks was discovered when some of these birds were found pierced by African arrows in Germany. This story, later on double-checked with secondary data (e.g. MacDonald, 2015), revealed that German storks migrated to Africa in the winter and was a milestone in the study of migration paths of birds in Europe. 

As expressed by the client, Stork&Arrow is an interesting name, not only for the meaning of the stork as a symbol of femininity or the arrow as a sign of strength and direction, but also due to its relation to migration, travels, etc. Client A also saw the brand as a segmentation of life and death, a duality that also helped to understand the importance of the social aspect of the project. 
Stage 3: final product
The final product was the brand name, Stork&Arrow, based on the story presented in stage two. The final process of refining the name is presented in Figure 2.
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 Figure 2. Final process of naming.	

After the designer presented the name, the client went on asking external actors for their opinion while the designer saw these inputs as external inferences and did not agree with them. He explicitly mentioned that he “did not agree with her asking other people’s opinion”. In his opinion, ”that’s my role”. 

Finally, and although Client A expressed that she was relatively satisfied with the final product, she rejected it and went on designing her own brand name. Although she was happy with the result, and paid for it, she did not see herself in the brand. The case is further discussed and analyzed below with the aim to find out the main reason/s for this unsuccessful project and with the objective to assess the impact in the value perceived by the client. 
Analysis and discussion
The main aspect that came across as relevant for the failure of the project was the time allowed for client involvement and for the client to make sense of information. As one can see from the case description, the designer pushed the project forward and the client felt she was not being taken into account. This finding seems in line with the preliminary findings of Gonzalez-Cristiano (2017) in which it was acknowledged that freelancers face a paradox as they pursue effective knowledge transfer. Ambiguity and contradictions make the process longer but they are needed for effective knowledge creation (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995, 12-14). The designer’s objective was to maximize billable hours, a common practice in consultancy services (e.g. Skjølsvik et al, 2007, 111), but not allowing enough time for experimentation, dialogue and contradictions, had a negative influence in the outcome of the knowledge transfer. 

This time issue is not foreign neither to academic literature in customer involvement in product development (e.g. Franke and Piller, 2004; von Hippel, 2005) nor for CCIs. Regarding the latter, cultural and creative products take a position between a continuum of artistic (symbolic) value related to aesthetics, and the instrumental (economic-strategic) value. In this regard, these creative products stand between “pure art”, with no immediate economic value, and purely instrumental products. (for a more detailed discussion see Kolsteeg, 2014) In this regard, a logic of “time is money”, manifested by how the freelancer aimed to increase billable hours, might have been in opposition with the artistic value of the outcome. 

As for customer involvement, it is acknowledged that, in order to find a solution, customers need to be informed about different possibilities, try them, learn from errors and compare different options. This is certainly a time-consuming, step-by-step process in which the customer needs to be involved. (Franke and Piller, 2004, 404 emphasis added). In our case, this step-by-step process would have required actions such as showing progress to the customer, evaluation of different proposals or incorporation of external feedback. In contrast, what we see is that the designer consciously made a decision to block input from the client and the client’s network. In this regard, the designer saw himself as the expert on design and development and wanted to be in control of the inputs and the development process. As he describes it: ”in the beginning I would pay more attention to her but then later on I started to ignore her because I realized me being there or helping her did not make any difference”. 

As a possible response for this low involvement, the client looked for external opinions as a way to clarify her needs. This is a relatively common behavior of clients who are “purchasing customized offers in infrequently purchased product categories”. These purchases can be challenging and customers are likely to seek further evidence. (Simonson, 2005, 40) The client openly expressed that she did not have a clear view of what she wanted and, since she was insecure about her preferences, she tried to look for advices.

In this regard, it is acknowledged that customers with unstable and fuzzy preferences are at times difficult to satisfy due their unclear needs. Especially for these customers, Simonson (2005, 36) recommends making them aware of their participation in the design process and to use this awareness as a moderator of perceived fit. In other words, making the client realize his involvement in the process might be persuasive and the client might me more willing to accept the final product. In addition, this “customized label effect” can be used to persuade the client about the uniqueness of the product (Merle et al, 2010; Schreier, 2006).

Similarly, literature in product development (e.g. Merle et al, 2010; Schreier, 2006; von Hippel, 2005) acknowledges the importance of the client regarding a customized product as its own as a result of a co-production process. The importance of the creation process itself, as identified by Franke and Piller (2004), Schreier (2006) or Merle et al (2010), is paramount because when clients are involved in the development and personalization of their product, they have the sense they have created something. However, in our case, this “pride of authorship” (Schreier, 2006) was not present and the client specifically mentioned that she only saw herself partly reflected in the final product. The limited time allowed for customer involvement might have created the feeling that the product was not “her own” or made the client not feel “proud” about the outcome.

If we turn our attention to the relation between the client and the designer, we can analyze the strength of the tie in the dyadic relation between them. In this regard, it is easy to notice that the tie between the client and the freelancer can be categorized as a strong tie (Granovetter, 1973), defined in here as the one between an actor and a person with whom there is interaction on a regular basis (adapted from Powell and Grodal, 2005, 61). The strong nature of the tie allows the information the designer gets from his client to be certainly detailed and rich, but relations based on weak ties, with acquaintances or friends of friends, are usually the ones that introduce novelty. (Powell and Grodal, 2005, 61-62). Therefore, it is not only that the client could have benefited from this external advice but that the negativity of the designer to allow external inputs might have diminished the possibilities for novel insights and compromised the success of the development. Knowledge creation occurs in communities “that are fluid and evolving rather than tightly bound and static” (Powell, Koput and Smith-Doerr, 1996, 118) but the designer’s concern with time did not allow this dyadic relationship to expand. To use an analogy, the designer was concentrating on exploitation, rather than exploration (e.g. March, 1991), and this focus prevented the incorporation of other actors that might have had an important role in improving the client-product fit. 

In addition to these reasons, and as mentioned elsewhere (Gonzalez-Cristiano, 2016), the importance of a personal match between a designer and his client seems to be crucial for the success of this type of collaboration. As expressed by Client A and Freelancer A, they are both similar in some aspects, but their personality and way of working are different. This is reflected in the way the designer took control of the project and pushed it forward without allowing the necessary time the client would have liked to have. 

To finalize with this analysis, we need to turn our attention to the ultimate consequence of the failure project. As we have seen in the case description, Client A was relatively satisfied with the outcome but she still decided not to use it and went on designing her own brand. As already stated, Client A’s preferences were relatively unclear and some researchers have emphasized that customers with ”poor insight into their preferences” are more easily convinced that a customized offer is satisfactory (Simonson, 2005, 33-34 emphasis added). In our case, Client A seemed to be satisfied with the product but she did not seem to perceive real value in its use.  
Conclusions
This paper is a first attempt to explore an unsuccessful knowledge transfer process between a designer and his client in the field of CCIs. As acknowledged by Gonzalez-Cristiano (2017), designers who engage in knowledge transfer in product development face a paradox similar to that experienced by larger enterprises aiming to untangle ambiguity and contradictions (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995, 129). Solving these contradictions and ambiguity is time-consuming but trying to avoid them, by not allowing enough time for customer involvement, influences the way clients see the final customized product. 

In this regard, we know from NPD literature that development speed (e.g. Cankurtaran, Langerak and Griffin, 2013; Chen, Damanpour and Reilly, 2010) and time (e.g. Franke and Piller, 2004; von Hippel, 2005) play a critical role in development processes. In our case, the client’s willingness and eagerness to be more committed in the development was in opposition with the actions of the designer, who regarded himself as the expert on the topic. As the designer speeded up the knowledge transfer activities, by limiting the time allowed for real customer involvement, the client saw herself disconnected from the development processes and eventually not reflected in the final outcome. In addition, the insufficient time allowed for knowledge acquisition prevented external actors to contribute and likely impacted the novelty of the final product. All in all, shortening knowledge transfer activities in the development process, by limiting customer involvement, influenced client-product fit, perceived uniqueness and the overall value of the outcome, and was the main reason for project failure.  

In addition to academics, this paper is of interest for practitioners, especially those working in the field of CCIs. First of all, freelancers and other practitioners involved in product development should acknowledge the critical role of time in the success of projects. Although it is obviously sensible to have an aim to maximize billable hours, practitioners should evaluate how shortening knowledge transfer might impact a project likelihood of success. They should also make sure they emphasize the participation of the client in the process and make an honest use of the “customized label effect”. Above all, dedicating enough time for customer involvement seems to be critical to ensure a better product-client fit. 

To finalize, this paper paves the road for further research on this topic but has a number of limitations that must be addressed or investigated further. In this regard, one needs to acknowledge that the paper only analyzed the dyad of a client and a freelancer. We have seen that networks, especially around the client in this case, are of crucial importance for innovation and it would be of interest to further examine how external knowledge acquisition influences the likelihood of success of product development. Moreover, research with a wider sample and a more longitudinal approach would definitely be needed to clarify the role of time in unsuccessful knowledge transfer. In addition, the issue of shortening time in development processes needs to be further investigated in CCIs due to its possible impact in the artistic value of the creative product.  
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