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Abstract

Purpose –Despite the multiple calls for research on the dark side of open innovation, very few studies have
approached the topic so far. This study aims to analyse successful and unsuccessful open innovation
projects.
Design/methodology/approach – This study uses thematic analysis to describe the factors determining
their (un)success. The researchers interviewed 27managers and owners in the manufacturing sector. Then, the
respondents were asked to discuss one successful and one unsuccessful open innovation project to explore the
differences in triggers and setbacks, focusing on the causes that determined the failures.
Findings – Findings show that many interviewees are reluctant to identify failure cases, which somewhat
explains the paucity of studies on the topic, and others do so when the failure is recognised by a third party
(such as a public institution not granting funds to the project). This study discussed how this phenomenon is
linked with the paradoxical relation between innovation success and failure. It is also found that triggers and
setbacks determining the project’s (un)success are markedly differently based on the technological intensity of
the firm. Implications for scholars and practitioners are also drawn.
Originality/value – This study provides a balanced view between open innovation successes and failures to
offer informative recommendations to practitioners. Furthermore, it contributes to filling the scarcity of studies
related to risks and failures of open innovation projects. This gap has been addressed by studying the factors
that determine the success and unsuccess of an open innovation project.
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Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Twenty years after the first appearances of the term “open innovation” (Chesbrough, 2003), a
vast epistemic community flourished, extensively addressing a wide range of theoretical and
practical aspects of the open innovation (OI) paradigm, resulting in more than 184’000 pieces
of research [1]. Among these studies, how and how much OI generates beneficial effects
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stands out. For instance, in their literature review, Obradovi�c et al. (2021) recently observed
that 70% of the studies investigating the manufacturing industry studied the impact of
openness on performance. In comparison, the downsides, failures and costs of openness have
been quite neglected (Appolloni et al., 2013; Bogers et al., 2017; Chesbrough and Bogers, 2014;
Huizingh, 2011; Vos and Achterkamp, 2006), with relatively few exceptions (von Briel and
Recker, 2017; Brunswicker and Chesbrough, 2018; Ciesielska, 2018; Dahlander and Gann,
2010; Faems et al., 2010; Greco et al., 2019; Lhuillery and Pfister, 2009; Lokshin et al., 2011). Yet,
as Enkel et al. (2009) posed, too much openness can harm a firm in the long run, leading to a
loss of control and core competencies.

The paucity of studies on the OI downsides is amajor gap since it may give the impression
that OI is a panacea for all firms’ innovation problems. Instead, experience tells us a different
story, where failure is not uncommon and unsuccessful stories are often neglected while the
attention goes to the successful ones. As Tucci et al. (2016) posed, “The failure cases are
critical to defining the limits of OI, and to revealing latent conditions that may thwart the
effective use of OI in certain situations” (p. 286).

We know little about which factors determine OI failures and how these happen. For
instance, even for the not-invented-here syndrome (NIH), which prevents a firm from using
other organisations’ ideas or technologies, evidence of the impact on failure or
underperformance is scarce (Antons and Piller, 2015).

This study aims to offer an exploratory overview of the factors leading to OI failure. Our
research question is formulated as follows: “Which factors do determine the success and
unsuccess of anOI project?”To seek a response, we interviewed 27managers and asked them
to recall one successful and one unsuccessful OI project in the same period. Such projects are
our unit of analysis. This approach mimics what Brunswicker and Chesbrough (2018) did in
their exploratory survey.

Hence, we could compare the contextual factors of both projects, verify the key differences
and replicate the process for the other interviews, searching for regularities and common
patterns. This study also contributes to the recent stream of research targeting OI projects’
micro-foundations (Bagherzadeh et al., 2021; Locatelli et al., 2021). Unlike recent studies’
quantitative approaches to project-level analysis (Bagherzadeh et al., 2021; Brunswicker and
Chesbrough, 2018), we favoured a qualitative methodology for understanding the underlying
OI mechanisms that drive success and failure.

2. Theoretical background
A firm’s choice to engage in OI activities is grounded in at least two classic managerial
theories. On the one hand, transaction cost theory (Williamson, 1979) describes the
inherent costs that encompass the interactions between autonomous organisations. Such
costs should be comparedwith an organisation’s internal costs to choosewhether a “make”
decision is more or less desirable than a “buy” one on economic terms. On the other hand,
the resource-based view (Penrose, 1959) discusses the importance of resources, which
should be rare, valuable, imperfectly imitable and without equivalent substitutes (Barney,
1991). Firms need to combine their own resources with other organisations’
complementary ones to achieve sustainable competitive advantage. Such a combination
is particularly important when a firm does not own the resources and skills it needs and the
risk bore by collaboration is limited (Nieto and Santamar�ıa, 2007). Balancing the benefits
deriving from the combination of resources with the cost side of OI is a great challenge for
organisations. The remainder of this section will describe the two sides of the OI coin,
discussing the nature of its pros and cons (Section 2.1). Finally, Section 2.2 will describe the
factors that may hamper OI, impeding it from happening or unbalancing its outcome
towards the “cons” side.
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2.1 Open innovation pros and cons
A great number of studies have demonstrated the positive impact of various forms of OI on
innovation performance (Elmquist et al., 2009). Typical positive consequences of OI include
reducing the developmental costs and risks, nurturing the firm’s know-how, accelerating
time-to-market, accessing new markets and leveraging licensing or technology selling to
boost the revenues (Binci et al., 2020; Chesbrough et al., 2006; Enkel et al., 2009; Greco et al.,
2019; Helm et al., 2019). From a strategic perspective, OI may lead to durable alliances, which
may even allow establishing industry standards generating durable benefits for the firm
(Helm et al., 2019). According to Cassiman andValentini (2016), selling unutilised technologies
through inside-out OI can also free up congested innovation funnels and motivate R&D
workers. OI also triggers individual-level benefits, including increasing knowledge and skills
(Bogers, 2011; Locatelli et al., 2021), interpersonal ties and professional opportunities
(Locatelli et al., 2021). Several studies analysed the factors that enable OI adoption, including
an appropriate organisation culture (Alassaf et al., 2020; Barham et al., 2020), an OI-oriented
incentive system and the employees’ active participation in knowledge exchange (Alassaf
et al., 2020), the managerial support to OI and OI training for employees (Barham et al., 2020).

The other side of the coin, unsuccess in OI, has been far less investigated, probably due to
firms’ reluctance to expose their unsuccess stories, challenges and problems (Tucci et al.,
2016). According to the market for technology theory, the transfer process is likely to cause
significant transaction costs (Dahlander and Gann, 2010; Helm et al., 2019). Such costs are
determined by the need to coordinate different organisations in their joint OI effort and the
risk of a counterpart’s opportunistic behaviour, which implies protecting the organisational
intellectual property (IP) (Cricelli et al., 2021). Consistently, Enkel et al. (2009) identified several
OI risks, including the possible loss of knowledge, higher coordination costs, loss of control
and higher complexity. Similarly, Trkman andDesouza (2012) discussed the knowledge risks
that emerge from inter-organisational exchanges, depending on the nature of the
collaboration and the network, the proximity among partners, the types of action and the
range of risk. In their seminal paper, Dahlander and Gann (2010) discussed the main
disadvantages of OI outflows, emphasising the risks of revealing key information that
competitors could be better equipped to leverage. In the same vein, Helm et al. (2019)
emphasised that such outflows may cause the loss of competitive advantage and the
suboptimal allocation of R&D resources and entail the risk of opportunistic behaviour of
partners or acquirers.

OI may also induce firms to develop new practices to enable collaboration with other
organisations, which causes costs (Laursen and Salter, 2014). Such costs can be more
significant when a firm collaborates with (or sources knowledge from) many different
organisations (Dahlander and Gann, 2010), especially if such organisations have specific
corporate cultures, goals and business routines (Greco et al., 2020). Indeed, collaboration with
specific categories of partners bears peculiar risks. For instance, in the case of customer
collaboration, Enkel et al. (2005) listed several risks depending on the stage of the
collaboration process in which customers are involved. Firms are likely to need new, specific
expertise to manage collaborations, which implies hiring new human resources, training the
old ones or adopting new business models and introducing new organisational units (Helm
et al., 2019). Especially in larger firms, OI may require fixed costs to set up organisational
units to oversee the OI initiatives (Barham et al., 2020).

Salge et al. (2013) discussed the different project-level costs that may affect OI, including
identification costs (i.e. costs to detect and access valuable external inputs), assimilation costs
(i.e. costs to transfer and absorb external knowledge and contrast the NIH) and utilisation
costs (i.e. costs to integrate the external knowledge into internal new product development
activities and manage the related IP rights). Greco et al. (2019) confirmed many of these costs,
including those needed to identify and absorb knowledge, negotiate the terms of the
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knowledge transfer, develop desorptive capacity (i.e. the capability to identify opportunities
for inside-out technology transfer) and protect IP. In fact, IP protection can be a great cause
for OI costs, including maintenance fees (Foege et al., 2019), misappropriation (Stefan et al.,
2022) and the costs to prosecute patent infringements (Foege et al., 2019). Such costs may not
have a merely economic nature. Indeed, they could also be psychological, induced by the fear
of control loss, being treated unfairly (Foege et al., 2019) or having a person’s professional
identity challenged by the paradigm shift (Lifshitz-Assaf et al., 2018). In a recent study, Stefan
et al. (2022) unveiled the individual-level negative tensions triggered by the OI paradox. They
discussed their possible negative consequences in terms of frustration, health and decision-
making.

A few studies explored the extent to which OI costs exceed its benefits. Among them,
Faems et al. (2010) observed that technology alliance portfolio diversity increases costs and
has an overall negative effect on profit margin in the short term, suggesting that the cost-
increasing effect exceeded the benefits in terms of revenues. Similarly, Belderbos et al. (2010)
suggested OI’s relational costs and value appropriation disadvantages outweigh the savings
and value creation advantages. More recently, Cassiman and Valentini (2016) found that
firms resorting to both inside-out and outside-in OI are likely to increase their R&D costs
disproportionally more than their sales from new products.

2.2 Open innovation hampering factors
An important stream of the literature explored the contingencies that hamper the OI benefits
or impede OI from happening. Oumil and Juiz (2016) distinguished between environmental
(legal) barriers, managerial and organisational barriers (referred to IP protection,
management, communication, organisational and administrative barriers), individual
barriers (attitude, commitment and support) and cultural barriers (NIH). Similarly,
Bigliardi and Galati (2016) collected and analysed 17 known hindering factors observed in
the extant literature. The authors then classified hindering factors into four classes:
knowledge barriers (loss of know-how or imitation by competitors), collaboration barriers
(opportunistic behaviour or difficulty in finding the right partner), organisational barriers
(lack of managerial skills and resistance to change in the organisation) and financial and
strategic barriers (economic aspects and lack of strategic vision). Monteiro et al. (2016)
remarked that the lack of financial resources and qualified human resources and a secretive
orientation negatively moderate the effect of OI on innovation performance.

The NIH, which describes the individual or organisational aversion toward ideas,
approaches and technologies developed outside the organisational boundaries (Katz and
Allen, 1982), is frequently mentioned as an OI hampering factor. However, despite the strong
theoretical arguments favouring this thesis, empirical demonstrations have been rare
(Antons and Piller, 2015).

The type of partner and the breadth of a collaboration portfolio may play a role in
determining the OI initiative’s success. Lhuillery and Pfister (2009) found that firms
collaborating with competitors and public research organisations were more likely to
abandon innovation projects due tomal-functioning in the collaboration dynamics. In another
study, Lokshin et al. (2011) found that collaboration with customers or suppliers is less likely
to experience issues during R&D technological partnerships. More recently, Greco et al. (2020)
did not find significant differences between partner categories on the likelihood of
abandoning innovation projects. Instead, they found that collaboration breadth is associated
with a lower abandonment risk.

In one of the most relevant studies on the success versus failure dichotomy in OI,
Brunswicker and Chesbrough (2018) observed that failed OI projects were characterised by
comparatively higher use of full control (closed approach) over IP in both the definition and
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the development phases. They conclude that a selective sharing approach could be important
for a project’s success. They also found that successful projects have a higher degree of
formalisation of processes and outcome control. IP protection strategies require caution since
they can concur with the failure of an OI initiative, as shown in Nokia (Ciesielska, 2018).
Indeed, in such a case, fruitful knowledge transfer was impeded by internal conflicting views
and unclear IP strategy. Dahlander and Gann (2010) also observed that firms might find it
difficult to estimate the potential value of out-licensing – a typical OI practice – possibly
renouncing fruitful OI occasions. Enkel et al. (2009) mentioned several other barriers,
including the difficulty in finding the right partner, the imbalance between OI activities and
daily business and insufficient resources for OI. Finally, issues emerging in the
communication and interaction process between partners are also likely to hamper OI
projects (Braun, 2015; Locatelli et al., 2021; Urbinati et al., 2020).

The remainder of the paper aims to contribute to the state of the art by extending the
understanding of OI pros, cons and hampering factors.

3. Methodology
3.1 Dataset
This study focused on a sample of Italian SMEs operating in the manufacturing industry,
which is frequently studied in the OI literature (Obradovi�c et al., 2021). We initially contacted
73 firms that did respond to both waves (2016 and 2020) of the survey (“[Name and reference
anonymised for blind-review purposes]”) on OI activities. Such firms were initially drawn from
the population of themanufacturing firms in Southern Lazio andNorthern Campania, an area
densely populated by manufacturing SMEs that compete on national and international
scales. Of these, 23 agreed to an in-depth interview. To ensure theoretical saturation
(Eisenhardt, 1989) and enhance the robustness of our results, we extended our main sample
with an additional convenience sample of manufacturing firms operating in similar sectors to
the initial sample and neighbouring geographical areas. Since four additional interviews did
not challenge nor extend the findings we had collected in the main sample, we considered the
theoretical saturation achieved and interrupted the search for additional interviewees.
Interviews were performed from May to July 2021.

The final sample size of 27 interviewees is within the permissible range of 15 samples
(Mason, 2010) and in line with previous studies constituting good practices in thematic
analysis (TA) (Alaassar et al., 2020; Roberts et al., 2021; Urbinati et al., 2019). Specific features
of the companies interviewed are presented in Appendix (Table A1).

3.2 Methods
This study employed a multiple case study design to investigate the subtleties and depth of
the phenomena under examination in a natural setting. This strategy aims to establish how
phenomena arise in an organisational field (Aberdeen, 2013; Tavoletti et al., 2021). The
qualitative case study method is also recognised as the most relevant approach to theory
formation through observation of constructs that emerge in real-world applications,
especially for new topics (Edmondson and Mcmanus, 2007; Eisenhardt, 1991).

We prepared a semi-structured questionnaire to support the interviewing process,
including 14 questions (Appendix). Similarly to Bagherzadeh et al. (2021), who requested
managers to assess one project of their choice, and to Brunswicker and Chesbrough (2018), we
asked respondents to choose one successful and one unsuccessful project. Notably, seven
interviewees were unable to identify an unsuccessful project, which brought us to obtain 20
matched pairs of success vs unsuccessful projects, which constitute our units of analysis. We
maintained the seven single-sided interviews in our sample to obtain additional insights into
their perception of their OI projects’ success, risks, triggers and setbacks.
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At the beginning of the interview, we asked each participant permission to record the
dialogue and proceed with a transcription. Digital platforms were used to conduct the
interviews (e.g. Google meet, Zoom, etc.). They lasted from around 30 min to just over 2 h.

To understand OI’s main risks and failures, we resorted to TA to systematically find,
organise and explain patterns in our dataset (Braun and Clarke, 2006). A theme refers to some
key notions related to the research questions that represent a level of structured significance
within the data collection. The protocol adopted to conduct the TA is inspired by previous
studies (Aberdeen, 2013; Delgosha et al., 2021; Nowell et al., 2017) and consists of the five steps
presented in Figure 1.

In the first phase, the data from the interviews were transcribed verbatim and then
triangulated among the informants to guarantee their authenticity. The recordings were
listened tomultiple times to become familiar with the subject. Then the transcripts were open-
coded, which involved documenting all relevant codes for the research themes.

In depth preliminary
data analysis

• Transcription of the recordings and triangulation with
informants

• Familiarization with the topic through repeated listening

• Grouping of relevant concepts

• Detection of differences and similarities in concepts

• Scrutiny of transcripts to highlight recurring themes

• Analysis of the link between identified themes and
context of analysis

Definition of the
initial codes

Identification of
the final themes
and sub-themes

• Triangulation of researchers making sense of themes and subthemes
connections through diagramming

• Themes screening after scrutinizing the data again to include
(exclude) relevant (irrelevant) themes / sub-themes

Themes and
sub-themes
labelling

• Definition of labels through brainstorming process

• Assigning an identification label to themes and sub-
themes

Results
reporting

• Critical analysis of the resulting themes

• Comparison between success and unsuccess projects

Phase 1

Phase 2

Phase 3

Phase 4

Phase 5

Figure 1.
Thematic analysis
protocol
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The significant similarities and contrasts between the macro-concepts revealed were
highlighted as a result of this procedure. In the second phase, we reviewed the transcripts and
established tentative codes for the recurring themes. In the third phase, a triangulation
process involving three researchers was performed based on the primary codes detected.
Two researchers identified themes and the sub-themes associatedwith each transcript. These
themes and sub-themes were then subjected to a third researcher’s analysis to determine the
final themes and sub-themes. Furthermore, to ensure the coherence of the themes and
sub-themes, we then went back on the transcripts of the interviews to exclude (include)
irrelevant (relevant) themes mistakenly included (excluded) due to the subjectivity of the
researchers’ perspectives. In the fourth phase, we assigned each identified theme and sub-
theme an explanatory label defined by brainstorming involving the three researchers.
Finally, the fifth phase entailed critically analysing the resulting themes and comparing
successful and unsuccessful projects.

4. Results
4.1 Descriptive results
We analysed both cases of successful and unsuccessful OI to distil key differences and
similarities. Table 1 presents an overview of the five main themes, sub-themes and
dimensions we identified. We categorised the projects according to the degree of
technological intensity of the interviewed firms, based on Eurostat’s classification of
manufacturing NACE sections (Eurostat, 2017). We found common pathways related to the
companies’ risks and failures in OI projects, depending on the technological level, type of
partners and financing source.

More than 50% of the projects were funded internally; high-tech and medium-high-tech
companies almost always relied on public funding, while less technologically intense projects
tended to be funded privately. However, the comparison between successful and failed projects,
classified according to firms’ technology intensity, doesnot showapparent differences (Figure 2).

Regarding the type of partners, more than 60% of the companies collaborated with
customers and partner companies, 30%with suppliers and universities and research centres,
11% with external consultants and 7% with public organisations. Collaboration with
universities and research centres has been more frequent for higher technology intensity
levels (high tech and medium high tech). Figure 3 compares the type of partners chosen for
successful and failed projects according to the firms’ technological levels. Interestingly,
successful cases have greater partners’ heterogeneity.

The remainder of the results section discusses the collected evidence more in-depth
according to the five themes.

4.2 Success vs failure
We allowed the interviewees to choose their success and failure cases freely. Therefore, we
could identify how such a distinction can be quite subjective. Table 2 summarises the results
according to four sub-themes, using dots and heat-diagram combined to better visualise the
information. It is apparent how the relevance of enhanced know-how as a success factor
grows with firms’ technology intensity. In contrast, customer satisfaction is considered
comparatively more important in lower-tech firms. Furthermore, short-term economic
success has been discussed much more frequently in low-tech firms than in high-tech ones.
The results are discussed more in-depth in the remainder of the section.

4.2.1 Successful projects. Success cases can be associated with developing a prototype,
regardless of its commercial success, due to personal gratification and the development of
new knowledge and competencies. One interviewee emphasised these aspects effectively
“This innovative product fascinated everyone; it also made us win an award in England. [. . .] It
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Themes Subthemes Items

Success of an OI project Economic Increase in turnover
Increase in margins
Cost reduction
Increase in sales

Business Victory of public tender
Expansion of the network of relationships
Profitable use of human resources
Entry into a new market segment
Ensuring work for employees
Increased market share
Expansion of the product catalogue

Customer Customer loyalty
Customer satisfaction
Customers’ Problems solving
Acquisition of new customers

Know-how Know-how expansion
Generation of technological fallout/innovative solutions
Patent filing

Risks of OI Technical issues Failure from a technical point of view
Unavailability of own resources
Inability to find a suitable partner for the project
Loss of IP
Loss of competitive advantage
Inability to complete the project
Inadequate technological level
Communication needs
Data acquisition and control needs
Emulation of the idea
Sustainability of the innovative idea in the future
Decrease in reputation
Blurring charm of the initial idea

Internal coordination Difficulty in adapting the business model to the rules of
collaborative innovation
Poor control of internal resources
Employee overload
Understand the attitude of employees to innovation and
collaboration
Difficulty/slowness in adapting employees to the OI
paradigm
Real possibility of giving and receiving a contribution
also in terms of knowledge
Human resource inexperience in a new market segment
Lack of internal organisational perspective
Lack of employee involvement/commitment

External coordination Difficulty of coordination in collaborative innovation
activities
Difficulty in managing relationships with partners
Partners with a low level of experience
Interests in conflict with partners
Interests in conflict with partners
Dependence on partners
Lack of trust in partners
Poor knowledge of partners

(continued )

Table 1.
Themes and sub-
themes
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Themes Subthemes Items

Economic and market Loss of part or all the capital
Dynamism of the market
Overall economic impact
Timing of payments concerning cash outflows
Business
Financial
No need in the market
High project coordination costs
High transaction costs

Triggers of an OI project Strategy oriented Expand the network of collaborations
Lack of internal know-how
Share the risk (S)
Internalise a process carried out in outsourcing (F)
Receive public funding

Market-oriented Expand the market share
Anticipate possible future trends
Increase visibility (S)
Entering a new market segment
Intercepting new business opportunities

Customer-oriented Consolidation of the relationship with the customer (S)
Increase social awareness (S)
Promote new customer models
Respond to customer needs

R&D and technology-
oriented

Development of new patents
Charm of the idea (F)
Research new technological/sustainable trends
Develop novel know-how
Develop innovative products
Valuing IP (S)

Productivity oriented Improve product quality (F)
Reduction of product realisation times (S)

Setbacks in OI projects Inadequate
competences

Poor partners’ relational skills
Poor partners’ technical skills

Lack of organisation Settlement phase to acquire the logic of the newmarket in
which the company has entered (S)
Absence of coordination
Poor supply chain management
Lack of leadership (F)
Difficulties in the transition to an open approach (F)
Absence of coordination
Timetable for participation in tenders
Delays in the completion of projects (S)
Non-compliance fixed deadlines
Difficulties in choosing the right partner
Lack of investment to support the project (F)

Lack of interaction Disappointing interaction with partners (S)
Different working methods of the partners (S)
Poor communication
Poor definition in the specification phase
Lack of motivation to carry out the project (F)

(continued ) Table 1.
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Themes Subthemes Items

Distrust of the real applicability and remuneration of the
project (F)
Excessive number of partners involved (F)

Technical difficulties Bureaucracy
Wrong technical design
Timing in obtaining payments
Bureaucracy
Regulatory gaps (F)
Obtaining certifications (S)
Obtaining scientific validations (S)
Technical ineffectiveness of the solution provided (F)
Blockages due to unforeseen events (Covid) (S)
Deviation of the project towards unwanted technology/
product

Causes of failure/
abandonment (F)

Linked to skills Inexperience in the sector
Lack of leadership ability
Inexperience in public tenders
Lack of experience/knowledge of OI methods and tools

Linked to
partnerships

Opportunistic behaviour of partners
Bankruptcy of the partner company
Difficulty in finding an adequate partner for idea
development
Inadequate chosen partner
Splitting of the collaboration
Misunderstandings with the partner
Partners’ distrust of the idea
Low skills partner company
Ineffective collaboration
Poor commitment/involvement of the partner

Linked to project
management

Loss of public tender
Failure to obtain funds
Failure to submit the project within the set deadlines
Ineffective risk analysis
Time dilation
Lack of feedback and project monitoring systems

Linked to economic
issues

Economic feasibility/sustainability of the product or
technology
Failure to market
Ineffective cost/benefit analysis
Loss of competitive advantage
Ineffective market analysis
Lack of investment
Incorrect investment analysis
Ineffective market analysis
Incorrect budget analysis
Cost increase
Low sales
Poor appeal of products in the area
Scarcity of economic resources

Note(s): Items related only to failed/abandoned projects are labelled with (F); items related only to successful
projects are labelled with (S)Table 1.
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

High-Medium high-Success

High-Medium high-Failure

Low-Medium low-Failure

Low-Medium low-Success

Internal only mixed internal-external public funding only

Subthemes
Companies’ degree of innovativeness

Low-tech Medium-low tech Medium-high tech High-tech

Business •• • ••• •

Customer satisfaction •• •• • •

Know-how • •• •••

Economic ••• •• •• •

Note(s): •, low level, less than 33% of the interviewees of the technological sector refer to the sub-theme; ••,
medium level, 34–66% of the interviewees refer to the sub-theme; •••, high level, more than 66% of the
interviewees refer to a specific sub-theme

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

High-Medium high-Success

High-Medium high-Failure

Low-Medium low-Success

Low-Medium low-Failure

Customers Partners companies

Public organizations Universities and research centers

External consulting Suppliers

Note(s): The bars describing failure projects are emphasized through dashed
outlines

Figure 2.
Type of financing in

failure/success OI
projects

Table 2.
Theme: success of an

OI project

Figure 3.
Type of partners in
failure/success OI

projects
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is a product that everyone likes but nobody buys. For this, I have learned to measure success
based on the approach to find a solution to new problems. [. . .] Our satisfaction, on the other
hand, comes from calls from customers who have to solve problems but do not know how to do it,
and we help them develop products that allow them to start a job” (Owner, Company 19). Other
interviewees insisted on the development of know-how: “My perception of success includes
that the funds are obtained, that there is a development of know-how and innovative products or
solutions that are also useful for the future. There are many projects in which economic success
is achieved, but then, in fact, the technical result is zero or almost zero” (Manager, Company 22).
“To understand the extent of the success of an OI project, I look at the human resources
employed to carry out the project over time. An important project requires the use of skilled and
additional resources compared to those usually present in the company staff, and I proceed in
this way for all demanding and technologically advanced projects” (Manager, Company 20).

However, in other cases, interviewees remarked on the importance of an increase in
turnover to consider a project a success: “I measure success based on the increase in turnover
for sure. “(Manager, Company 14). Another interviewee emphasised the importance of
accessing new markets, regardless of the short-term revenues: “If I wanted to evaluate the
success of the development of the new software based on the turnover, I would say that it was a
failure, but it is also true that at the time I was already expecting it and I decided to implement it
following other types of evaluations. I aimed for revenue in the years to come when I would have
used that software for other customers. So, the dimension I was looking at was opening up to
new customers” (Owner, Company 23).

Another group of interviewees considered those projects that obtained public funding as
successful. On the one hand, these projects represent a challenge due to the complexity and
number of partners. On the other hand, they are an opportunity to expand the network, the
know-howand the profitable use of internal resources. One interviewee effectively described this
position: “First of all, if the project goes through, if it reports well if the financing is obtained and the
tender is won . . . these are already elements of success. Then even if you manage to file a patent,
because this attributes value to the company that is recognised from the outside so that marketing
can take a targeted action of recognition of the results achieved” (Owner, Company 27). Another
interviewee emphasised the good outcome of their project: “It was a highly successful project
because we were led by the international team and even finished before the time of the research
project with Mise. We also obtained the requested funds, which were almost sufficient to pay the
costs” (Manager, Company 22).

Finally, manymanagers saw customer satisfaction as the key to success, which allows for
loyalty and an improvement in the company’s reputation. “Surely the degree of customer
satisfaction and loyalty is the priority dimension for measuring success. Very often we find
ourselves confronted with competitors bigger than us, but as I said before our strengths are the
strong customisation offered to customers, competitive prices, and quality” (Manager,
Company 8). “Today, value is more important for a company than profit because value is key to
a company’s survival in themedium-long term.Wemust try to establish a good relationship with
customers, we must retain them, try to satisfy their needs, and the same is also true with
suppliers.We try to establish a good relationship so that if there are any problems, we can discuss
them”. (Manager, Company 12).

4.2.2 Unsuccessful projects. Many of the failure cases were OI projects that have been
ultimately abandoned before completion. For example, “I have always foundmyself faced with
companies that claimed that the project was interesting, but that still wanted to be paid for
carrying out the activities, so they were not willing to co-invest, they were acting as suppliers and
not as partners. And this was a major limitation that led to the abandonment of the project”
(Owner, Company 24).

However, somemanagerswere not satisfiedwith themere development of a prototype and
considered the project a failure when it did not have commercial success. “We made
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prototypes, and these have allowed us to develop scientific research. However, they have not yet
resulted in concrete applications for specific customers, so this in some way is a failure because
in any case, it has not led to the realisation of commercial opportunities” (Owner, Company 1).
“We expected that such an innovative and efficient product would have had great success.
Instead, it was a success in terms of the idea but not in terms of sales” (Owner, Company 27).

We observed some reluctance when dealing with failures. Seven interviewees declared
that they had no unsuccessful OI projects to discuss: “[. . .] I could not say that we experienced
failures. There are activities that we carry out somewhat slower because others prevail” (Owner,
Company1). Other interviewees struggled to consider the project as a failure, emphasising the
temporary nature of its stand-by: “This is a project that was not a failure but was short-lived.
Indeed, it was interesting, it was liked, but it did not grow. It was born on our initiative of the
partners, we found some partner companies, we developed it in just four months, but then the
application on the market was unsuccessful” (Owner, Company 24).

Several interviewees considered unsuccessful those projects that did not obtain public
funding, as in this case: “Unfortunately, however, there was the problem of non-submission of
the project within the established deadlines, which are very strict terms from the point of view of
time, of characteristics that in my opinion should be changed, because they do not assess the
merits of the project” (Owner, Company 10).

4.3 Risks of open innovation
Risks have been distinguished in four subthemes: technical issues, internal coordination,
external coordination, economics and market (Table 3). During the interview, respondents
could share their views on OI risks without necessarily linking them to the specific success
and failure cases. Hence, this section is not bipartite as the others.

We found that high-tech firms perceive technical issues and external coordination asmore
worrying risks in OI, whereas low-tech firms are more worried by internal coordination
difficulties. Finally, medium-low-tech firms frequently mentioned risks associated with
economics and the market.

In OI projects in the high and medium high-tech sector, the risk of loss of IP is not
contemplated, and typically the risk of dependence on partners is also well managed. The
greatest risks are linked to coordination among partners and to the technical problems that
may emerge in public tenders: “Beyond the financial risks, there are risks associated with the
specifics of the system which constitute a series of particularities that are not simple. The
problems could be many because there is communication and data acquisition, while the need to
control the companies with which we collaborate is often not evaluated in the planning phase”
(Owner, Company 1). “Among the main risks, the project will fail if the external contribution
does not support you in the right way. A little synergy between the external study and the
company is necessary, but often what occurs is not being able to find this valuable help from the
outside” (Manager, Company 15). While high-tech firms displayed no fear regarding IP,

Subthemes
Companies’ degree of innovativeness

Low-tech Medium-low tech Medium-high tech High-tech

Technical issues • • ••• •••

Internal coordination •• •• • •

External coordination • •• ••• •••

Economics and the market •• ••• •• ••

Note(s): •, low level, less than 33% of the interviewees of the technological sector refer to the sub-theme; ••,
medium level, 34–66% of the interviewees refer to the sub-theme; •••, high level, more than 66% of the
interviewees refer to a specific sub-theme

Table 3.
Theme: risks of OI
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thanks to their systematic use of IP protection mechanisms (including contracts and
non-disclosure agreements), low-tech firms did not even mention IP.

Other relevant risks pertain to the economic and market area: financial planning is not
easy and exogenous variables can block the expected resources. Therefore, evaluating the
economic impact of the OI project well in advance is an essential prerequisite as highlighted
as follows: “The main risk is the economic risk, therefore making an investment that may not
give the desired and expected results. Secondly, it is necessary to understand if the project can be
completed or not. Indeed, if you implement a project and then, halfway through it, you realise
that it cannot be completed, there is a waste of resources, money, and time. It is always more
advisable to carry out a thorough investigation initially [. . .]. So, I think the preliminary study
phase is the most important one” (Owner, Company 9).

For those companies producing consumer goods –whose margins are low – the main risk
is not being able to launch the new product or service resulting from the OI project.
Companies experience higher failure rates when transforming their business models.
Furthermore, especially in a turbulent environment, OI partners may back out from the
project, bearing the risk of compromising it. A set of the main risks is effectively summarised
as follows: “Some events cannot be foreseen and involve lengthening of the times, and this is the
risk that occurs most frequently; secondly, other risks are the failure to achieve the desired
results and the lack of communication. Finally, there is a reputational risk: if you declare that
you will achieve results which then fail, you risk compromising the image of the company and
therefore losing credibility” (Manager, Company 18).

4.4 Triggers of an open innovation project
The main levers that push firms to implement an OI project pertain to five sub-themes:
strategy-oriented, market-oriented, customer-oriented, R&D and technology-oriented and
productivity-oriented. Successful projects seem more frequently triggered by R&D and
technology-oriented motivations (for high-tech companies) and by customer-oriented
motivations (for low-tech companies) (Table 4).

Subthemes

Companies’ degree of innovativeness
Low-
tech

Medium-low
tech

Medium-high
tech

High-
tech

Successful OI
projects

Customers-oriented ••• ••• •

Market-oriented • • •• •

Productivity-oriented •

R&D and technology-
oriented

• • ••• •••

Strategy-oriented • ••

Unsuccessful OI
projects

Customers-oriented • ••

Market-oriented •• ••

Productivity-oriented • •

R&D and technology-
oriented

•• • •• ••

Strategy-oriented • •

Note(s): •, low level, less than 33% of the interviewees of the technological sector refer to the sub-theme; ••,
medium level, 34–66% of the interviewees refer to the sub-theme; •••, high level, more than 66% of the
interviewees refer to a specific sub-theme. A cell with no dots indicates that no interviewee mentioned the
subtheme

Table 4.
Theme: triggers of an
OI project
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4.4.1 Successful projects. Successful projects entailed motivations including strategy and
technological development aimed at creating radical innovations. One interviewee
emphasised the technological trigger of their project in the high-tech sector: “[. . .] the will to
respond to technological requests, because we had the international team that wanted to carry
out this very ambitious and innovative project, as high-risk as possible.” (Manager, Company 22).
Another interviewee insisted on the driving force of technology in triggering the OI project:
“The lever of this project is the creation of a prototype of an innovative re-entry capsule from
space” (Manager, Company 10).

In the same vein, OI projects in medium-high-tech firms aimed to develop new
technologies and anticipate possible future trends while keeping an eye on increasing market
share and entering newmarket segments, as can be seen from the following quotations. “The
main reason is to be ready on themarket for what will be the new technologies and new trends of
the future, especially in such advanced areas as aerospace, where the future is already in our
office” (Manager, Company 20).

A different trend can be seen for successful OI projects implemented by low-tech and
medium-low-tech companies. These projects have a strong customer orientation linked to
better understanding the customers’ needs and solving their problems, as the following
quotations exemplify. “Knowing this problem, this customer asked for a solution, and we
developed it” (Owner, Company 19). “Wewere the ones who went to new customers, stating that
we were aware of their problem and that we could solve it” (Owner, Company 4). In the same
vein, consolidating the supplier–customer relationships is also very important: “It is clear that
when an explosive new innovative product can be developed between customer and supplier, a
much more intense relationship is created for the future as well” (Owner, Company 3).

4.4.2 Unsuccessful projects.Unsuccessful projects in the high-tech sector also often aimed to
develop new technologies while having a significant market orientation. “The project was born
from an internal idea [. . .] when the electric began to have its space as electricmobility.Wewanted
to enter this channel [. . .], but we wanted to create our own patent that we could manage
independently to ensure that the small user could access a non-consumer product. Unfortunately,
we were inexperienced in competitions and did not get the funding” (Manager, Company, 13).

The failed projects of the medium high-tech sector also had a technological
characterisation but were strongly linked to the satisfaction of the customers’ requests.
“We decided to undertake this project to meet the request of a customer. It was a nice project for
a car park of a hotel that we did not realise because we were not competitive with the price”
(Manager, Company 15).

In contrast, we observed a more heterogeneous focus on productivity, market,
technological development and strategy change factors in low-tech and medium-low-tech
failed projects.

4.5 Setbacks in open innovation projects
Table 5 describes how the setbacks occurred in successful and unsuccessful OI projects.

While the situation is more difficult to read than in previous synoptic views, a few results
stand out. Among them, high-tech firms frequently experienced interaction difficulties in
their OI projects, but this issue was resolved and did not impede success. Differently, the lack
of organisation in high-tech projects –matched with technical difficulties – challenged many
projects. Interestingly, medium-low-tech firms also often experienced interaction difficulties,
albeit, in their case, the issue appeared in unsuccessful OI projects.

4.5.1 Successful projects. In the high-tech sector, referring to projects involving international
teams, the interviewees described a good interaction with the partners, but not without
difficulties. The main critical issues are related to interaction difficulties with the partners. On
this topic, one interviewee affirmed: “Just think of having to organise meetings between
Canadians and Chinese, who have 16 h of the time difference, and us. Another practical problem
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was transport, which implied sending items to countries with duties and tariffs. Another problem
was having to talk to people who have different habits.” (Manager, Company 22) “Specifically, in
collaborations with partners, most of the time there are risks related to communication problems.
The customers very often do not know what they want when they make a request. Therefore,
there’s the risk to define product specifications that do not precisely cover the customers’ needs”
(Manager, Company 8). Consistently, another interviewee highlighted collaboration problems
with international partners caused by differences of views, mentality and approaches to work.
Referring to the collaboration with an Israeli company, he said: “They have a different way of
perceivingwork, just think that they close onFridays andwork on Sundays. Furthermore, they are
very direct, and there is no diplomacy, neither betweenmanagers nor between employees” (Owner,
Company 10).

The medium-high tech companies have shown slight problems linked to organisational
aspects. In particular: “We did not encounter particular problems except from the point of view
of the timing necessary to obtain the authorisations” (Manager, Company 15). Successful
projects of medium-low-tech companies, on the other hand, highlighted interaction problems
with partners: “The most difficult thing is to communicate to the customer that there are limits
that cannot be exceeded, that is, technological or at least economic limits. Obviously, everything
is possible, but everything has a cost, and often this is not recognised because there is ignorance
about the technology that you are addressing” (Owner, Company 19).

As for the successful projects performed by low-tech companies, these problems are often
related to technical difficulties and concern the planning and prioritisation of activities to
meet certain requests and urgencies. In this regard, one interviewee said: “Urgencies from
multiple customers imply that different urgencies need to be managed simultaneously.
Carrying out a production plan and managing urgencies is not easy. If we have already
started a production process and need to manage urgencies, it must be interrupted, which
entails slowdowns. After all, it is necessary to change the format of the piece, the setting of the
machine, the specialised operator, etc.” (Manager, Company 25).

4.5.2 Unsuccessful projects. The main problems that occurred in unsuccessful OI projects
in the high-tech field are technical and organisational. Medium-high-tech companies’ projects
experienced organisational problems, while issues in the interactionwith partners challenged
medium-low-tech ones. Finally, for the failed projects of low-tech companies, the issues are
heterogeneous, linked to interaction, technical problems and scarce skills. Since these
setbacks often triggered the failure of the OI project, we discuss them in the next section,
which describes what the interviewees perceived as the failure causes.

Sub-themes

Companies’ degree of innovativeness
Low-
tech

Medium-low
tech

Medium-high
tech

High-
tech

Successful OI projects Interaction difficulties • • • •••

Inadequate
competences

•

Lack of organisation • • •• ••

Technical difficulties •• •

Unsuccessful OI
projects

Interaction difficulties • ••• •

Inadequate
competences

•

Lack of organisation •• •••

Technical difficulties • • ••

Table 5.
Theme: setbacks in OI
projects
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4.6 Causes triggering the failure/abandonment of open innovation projects
We asked interviewees the causes that determined the outcome of their unsuccessful OI
projects. Table 6 summarises the main results. The causes of abandonment/failure of OI
projects have been categorised into four different areas: related to skills, partnerships, project
management and economic aspects. Economic issues emerge as a foremost failure cause in
most cases (for low, medium-low and medium-high tech firms). In contrast, partnership and
project management issues hampered the OI projects of higher technology companies
particularly.

Companies in the high-tech sector experienced unsuccessful OI projects due to poor project
management or lack of organisation. We observed several cases where firms went out of
business and had to quit the project. This phenomenon signals a lack of caution in the initial
phases of the OI project during the selection of partners. The exclusion of a partner from a
project generates numerous problems, including the need to change the project itself, which
usually takes more time and, in the worst cases, leads to the abandonment/failure of the
project. Two interviewees described different issues related to bad projectmanagement: “After
the first year, one of the companies involved had financial issues [. . .] then that project stopped
for two years, during which we had to contact the Ministry to re-modulate the proposal, we took
the activities of the other company and now we are waiting to be able to restart” (Manager,
Company 13) “[. . .] We also had a phase of collaboration with the National Research Centre on
this abandoned project because we participated in a call for a contribution. Still, we could not
obtain the funding due to a bureaucratic issue determined by incorrect project management.
Therefore, the project remained in a pre-competitive stage.” (Owner, Company 10). “It was a
fairly innovative project, also related to the specific moment of the covid and the sensitivity of the
operators. But then, after a short time, this sensitivity subsided. So, we thought it best to put it on
stand-by. It would have been necessary to carry out a more in-depth market analysis which would
have avoided the negative outcome” (Manager, Company 8).

Companies in themediumhigh-tech sector aremore likely to experience failure due to poor
project management and inadequate market analyses focused on the short term only. Not
carrying out effective planning and not having an adequate scale plan caused several OI
projects to fail. As two interviewees posed: “I believe that if a more in-depth market analysis
had been made, the project could have had a different outcome” (Manager, Company 15).
“Probably the preliminary risk analysis phase was bypassed by the charm of the idea. When you
fall in love with your ideas, you make mistakes, and you learn that by making mistakes. In fact,
there was no risk planning. Especially what was lacking was the analysis of the market because
there was the enthusiasm for a first-time product, a product that we expected to work better”
(Owner, Company 27).

The main causes of failure of OI projects in medium-low tech companies are related to
inadequate skills and economic issues. Often, companies are not adequately prepared from a

Subthemes
Companies’ degree of innovativeness

Low-tech Medium-low tech Medium-high tech High-tech

Linked to skills • ••• •

Linked to economic issues ••• ••• ••• •

Linked to the partnership •• •• •• •••

Linked to project management • ••• ••

Note(s): •, low level, less than 33% of the interviewees of the technological sector refer to the sub-theme; ••,
medium level, 34–66% of the interviewees refer to the sub-theme; •••, high level, more than 66% of the
interviewees refer to a specific sub-theme. A cell with no dots indicates that no interviewee mentioned the
subtheme

Table 6.
Summary of causes

triggering the failure of
an OI project
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technical point of view or are inexperienced. These factors, matched with a poor economic/
market analysis, led OI projects to fail. Quoting an interviewee: “The main problem was not
having a combination of skills suited to making the right decisions. The project started from the
dream of some friends, but that’s not how you do business. There were too many people not
experienced in the sector” (Manager, Company 21).

In OI projects in the low-tech sector, the cause that most frequently generated the failure/
abandonment was the poormarket analysis. “Technically, the project was finished, the product
was created, and it is pleasant, the problem was the high cost, which had a significant impact
[. . .]. The project was successful, from the point of view of functionality, we made prototypes
and tests, but then in the implementation, we realised that we had to abandon” (Manager,
Company 16).

5. Discussions
This study adopted an inductive approach to defining themes and sub-themes independently
from the extant literature to limit the confirming bias as much as possible and increase the
chances of identifying new, valuable insights about OI and failure. This section seeks to
harmonise our findings with previous research, emphasising the confirmed and surprising
results.

5.1 The fine line between success and failure
When we conceived the title of this article, we had in mind the nuances that could determine
the success or failure of an OI project. However, soon after the initial interviews, we realised
that exists an even finer line: it separates the perception of success from failure. Previous
econometric studies often approached innovation failure as a discontinued or suspended
innovation project (e.g. D’Este et al., 2016; Leoncini, 2016; Tranekjer, 2017). However, our
results showed that such a view is too narrow since even a successfully developed prototype
may or may not be a “success”. Indeed, we observed that some interviewees marked a
prototypewith little commercial value as a success – due to the development of new skills and
technologies that could be useful in the future – while others deemed the commercial
unsuccess as a cause to consider the OI project a failure. The interest towards the (possibly
future) knowledge externalities generated by a failure is consistent with the literature
discussing how the setbacks occurring during the innovation activities can be very valuable
to learning (Baum and Dahlin, 2007; Cannon and Edmondson, 2005; D’Este et al., 2012;
Madsen and Desai, 2010; Miner et al., 1996). Interestingly, we observed that nurturing the
firm’s know-how is an important part of a project’s success for high-tech firms. This result
can be justified considering the knowledge-intensive nature of high-tech firms.

Perhaps the paradoxical relationship between failure and future success and the fine line
separating one from another can justify many interviewees’ reluctance to identify failure OI
projects at all. Such reluctancewas alsomentioned byTucci et al. (2016). Cognitive biasesmay
also play a role, especially on discontinued projects that the interviewees considered
temporarily suspended. Among such biases, escalation of commitment (Behrens and Ernst,
2014) – which describes the decision-makers’ propensity to insist on an innovation project
despite the negative signals – certainly stands out. In this context, we also observed that –
among those that recognised a failure – many did so thanks to a third party’s unfavourable
judgement (e.g. in the case of projects submitted to public calls that were not awarded the
funding). This suggests that, in many cases, a perceived failure could be summarised as
follows: it is not a failure unless they tell you so.

5.2 Hampering factors
Even though risk-taking is unavoidable when running a firm, risk assessment may induce
renouncing possible business opportunities, including OI projects. Our interviewees reported
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different perspectives on the OI risks, most likely depending on their different technological
intensity.

Indeed, on the one hand, we observed that high-tech firms perceive technical issues and
external coordination as more worrying risks in OI. Such an approach is consistent with the
probable higher complexity of their projects, which involve radical innovation and a wider
number of partners in the project team and are more likely to fail than others (D’Este et al.,
2016; Kristiansen and Ritala, 2018). This result is also consistent with Bigliardi and Galati
(2016), who discussed that the knowledge-intensive firms in their sample were particularly
worried about the knowledge barriers (including the risk of loss of know-how, the availability
of relevant knowledge and the imitation risk).

On the other hand, low-tech firms perceive internal coordination difficulties as more
pressing risks. This is consistent with a likely lower absorptive capacity, which is more
developed in firms that invest in R&D more (Lane et al., 2006) and have experience in OI
(Vanhaverbeke et al., 2008). This result is also in-line with Bigliardi and Galati’s (2016)
findings. Indeed, they discussed that less innovative firms recognised the collaboration and
organisational barriers more.

The interviewees did not seem particularly worried by IP issues. While high-tech firms
mentioned the possible risk but emphasised that their use of contracts such as non-
disclosure agreements made them feel safe, the issue was not on the radar at all for low-tech
ones. The use of IP protection mechanisms discussed in the former case confirms their
importance to enable OI (Hagedoorn and Zobel, 2015; Veer et al., 2016). The lack of attention
to IP risks is consistent with the literature, as knowledge barriers (which encompass the
loss of know-how and imitation) were also neglected in low-tech firms in Bigliardi and
Galati’s (2016) study.

5.3 What does determine the success and unsuccess of an open innovation project?
Being off to a good start is desirable for any project. Our results showed that someOI projects’
motivations are more frequently associated with a successful outcome than others. Such
evidence depends on firms’ degree of innovativeness. Indeed, while R&D and technology-
oriented motivations triggered high-tech successful projects more frequently, customer-
oriented motivations are associated with low-tech firms’ successful projects. The latter result
could be read as a willingness to obtain short-term revenues in response to customers’
solicitations. Consistently, Dziruski and Sopi�nska (2020) found that the OI activities of
non-high-tech firms were significantly more driven than high-tech firms by the opportunity
to increase revenues from innovation. The result also echoes van de Vrande et al. (2009), who
discussed how market-related motives (including meeting customer demand) are prominent
OI driver in SMEs, and Galati et al. (2016), who emphasised the paramount role of consumers
in a low-tech industry’s OI activities.

Our results also suggest that high-tech firms’ OI projects should not be led by customer
orientation primarily. This result is not unprecedented. Indeed, Knudsen (2007) found that
customer involvement harmed innovation performance, suggesting that customers may not
be able to trigger radical innovations that go beyond the realm of their experience. Hence,
high-tech firms’ innovativeness could be constrained by too much reliance on
customers’ views.

Economic issues emerged as a foremost failure cause in most cases (for low, medium-low
and medium-high tech firms). Such a broad theme includes multiple sub-themes such as the
economic feasibility of the product, mistakes in the cost/benefit analysis, incorrect budget
forecasts, failure to market the products and the funds’ unavailability. Instead, partnership
and project management issues hampered the OI projects of higher technology companies
particularly.
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Interaction difficulties are a typical OI setback, which was frequently discussed by high-
tech and medium-low tech companies. While the former could deal with such difficulties and
ultimately achieve project success, the latter often mentioned the issue as a driver of projects’
failure. Some of this difference could be explained by the fact that high-tech companies often
participated in publicly funded projects, whose structure brings partners to commit to the
project more since otherwise the public funds can be lost. Such a conjecture is supported by
recent evidence on how public subsidies can improve OI efficiency, helping companies obtain
better innovation outputs starting from similar inputs (Greco et al., 2017). Consistently,
several high-tech failure cases are more related to project management issues that
compromised such public funding.

Interestingly, when one ormore partners opted out from a project or demonstrated a lack
of competence, our interviewees blamed the inaccurate due diligence that allowed involving
unreliable partners in the early stages of the project. This points to the importance of
partner selection, an important but still under-researched topic in the OI literature (Guertler
and Sick, 2021; Slowinski and Sagal, 2010). Related to this is the importance of trust among
the partners, which contrasts opportunistic behaviour (Bunduchi, 2013; Kale and Singh,
2009) and is nurtured when partners collaborated on previous occasions (Messeni
Petruzzelli, 2011).

6. Conclusions
This study analysed the risks, triggers, setbacks and failure cases of OI projects, adding to
a growing number of studies approaching the “dark side of OI” to identify OI’s costs and the
causes for the failure of innovation projects. This article contributes to such an emerging
stream of the literature in multiple ways, offering implications for scholars and
practitioners.

6.1 Implications for scholars
First, this article emphasised the somewhat narrow and subjective interpretation of success
and failure when dealing with innovation management. Hence, it sets the ground for future
research in several directions. Future empirical studies could explore how OI activities and
business models affect different degrees of failure (e.g. a discontinued project without
learning, discontinued project with learning, completed a project without market success,
completed project with market success, etc.). Furthermore, future research could explicitly
address what makes an OI project a success and which nuances exist.

Second, our research supported and extended previous studies on OI’s barriers and
drivers. The marked differences we observed depending on firms’ innovativeness unveiled a
significant gap in the literature: how OI motivations and barriers change with firms’
technological intensity?

Third, in several unsuccessful cases, partners’ withdrawal or inertia emerged as critical
issues. According to the interviewees, a better planning and partner selection phase would
have avoided much damage in many cases. This result encourages further research
analysing partner selection and, more in general, project management in OI.

Fourth, we found new evidence on how engaging customers in OI activities may not
always be fruitful. Indeed, our exploratory results suggest that customer-oriented triggers
are often important for success projects in low-tech firms, but very rarely in high-tech ones.
A comparison of customer involvement in OI activities depending on technological intensity
could be a very promising area for future research.

Fifth, academics could explore inmore detail the causes of risk and failure of OI projects in
the context of large companies and compare the results with those obtained in SMEs.
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6.2 Implications for practitioners
Taking some risks, which is the essence of entrepreneurship, implies that the occasional
company’s initiative may be a legitimate unsuccess. However, despite the calls from scholars
to “learn to fail” (Cannon and Edmondson, 2005) and the considerable evidence of the positive
externalities that failure may bring, we realised that failure still is covered with discredit.
Indeed,many of the interviewees did not find any unsuccessful story to share. Yet, you cannot
learn from a failure you do not recognise, which leaves you just with a failure without any of
the positive aspects discussed in the literature. Hence, one key implication for practitioners is
embracing failure, building an organisational culture tolerant towards it and learning from
mistakes.

This article contributed to collecting some of these mistakes. We found a marked
difference between high-tech and low-tech companies, remarking how OI projects can follow
entirely different paths according to the sector. Economic problems, such as the failure of a
partner or the loss of public subsidies, are sometimes outside themanagers’ control. However,
several of our interviewees emphasised the importance of an appropriate project and risk
management to contain the probability of these events. Choosing the partners to involve
accurately can be a burden in the early stages but having the wrong ones on board can cause
very hard times and even failure. Similarly, the lack of rigour while defining the roles and
requirements can cause fundamental unbalances in the effort, which can, in turn, harm the
relationships. Another undesirable consequence of the lack of rigour is the proliferation of
mistakes that can have major negative consequences, especially in the case of publicly
subsidised projects. Finally, managers might use the results of the TA for forecasting
purposes. In this way, when working on an OI project, they can review the risks that have
been discovered and assess the application of potential risk-avoidance methods.

6.3 Limitations
This study is limited since it resorted to a relatively small sample of SMEs from a specific
geographic zone and industrial sector. Hence, the findings discussed in this study may not be
considered valid in general. Furthermore, unlike Braun (2015), who could compare one
success case with one failure case involving the same two organisations, our approach
allowed different organisations to be involved in the success/failure cases chosen by each
interviewee. Hence, the role of different partners involved in different projects could have
affected the success/unsuccess of the initiative in an unobservable way. We also cannot
exclude some selection bias, since the interviewees had already demonstrated willingness to
disclose information on their innovation activities by participating in two waves of an
innovation management survey. The fact that even among them, several did not disclose
failure cases, raises the challenge of how to engage reluctant managers to share their
unsuccessful experiences.

Note

1. Based on a query on “open innovation” searched on Google Scholar in October 2021
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Appendix

Semi-structured questionnaire

(1) Can you describe a successful innovative project implemented in the three-year period
2018–2020 that involved external partners?

(2) What are the main reasons that led you to implement this innovative project?

(3) What were the categories of partners that were key to the success of the project?

(4) How was the project funded?

(5) Why do you consider it successful?

(6) Were there any problems in carrying out the project?

(7) How did the interaction with the other people involved in the project go?

(8) Can you tell me instead about an innovative project in the three-year period 2018–2020 that did
not achieve the desired result, was abandoned or failed after being completed?

(9) What are the main reasons that led you to implement this innovative project?

(10) Which were the categories of partners in the failed/abandoned project?

(11) What were the sources of funding?

(12) If the project was abandoned, at what stage did this happen?

(13) What do you think were the main causes of the failure/abandonment of the project?

(14) What are the risks you assess when an innovative project is undertaken?
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