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Abstract 

In creative industries such as the gaming industry, the failure rate is typically higher in relation to 

many other industries. This is usually due to the constant need of innovation and the extreme 

competition in the industry of gaming. Firms in this industry take on multiple innovation projects, 

which inherently have a high rate of failure. Literature has previously stressed and focused on the 

importance of failure and how it can enhance learning that can be a crucial asset for any 

organization. However, failure brings along negative emotions that can slow down or block the 

learning process of an individual or an organization at large. In an industry where failure is 

common, it is important for the management to tackle this issue. Therefore, the purpose of this 

thesis is to explore the approach the management of small gaming firms take in order to normalize 

failure. In this study, the data has been collected qualitatively while using a thematic analysis to 

recognize consistent themes and patterns, which arise from the primary data that was collected. By 

conducting four semi-structured interviews with two different companies (2 interviews each), we 

found that both companies have a similar attitude regarding project failure. Both companies either 

expect failure to happen or even encourage it. One of our key findings was that both companies 

emphasize failing fast, which allows them to save time, money and resources as well as helps some 

members of the organization to react less emotionally to the termination of a project. Empirical 

results were then discussed and analyzed by judging whether the actions these companies took can 

be classified as a way of normalizing failure. We concluded that there was evidence for 

management employing various methods of action that would eventually lead to normalization of 

failure. Some of these actions included the fail fast attitude, failure supportive slogans and the 

thought of planning for failure beforehand. 
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1. Introduction  

“Success is the ability to go from failure to failure without losing your enthusiasm.” — Winston 

Churchill 

Failure is a part of everyday life and everyday business. The literature is rich on business ventures 

that have not gone as planned, projects that have failed and already established corporations that 

have gone out of business. For example, about 70 % of Nokia’s new ventures between 1998 and 

2002 were either terminated or sold (Mcgrath, Keil & Tukiainen, 2006). Moreover, from 1970 to 

1983, over thirty-five non-financial firms with over 125 million dollars in assets had failed 

(Altman, 1983). In addition, perhaps one of the most iconic corporations in the world of 

photography, Kodak, filed for bankruptcy in 2012 (Anthony, 2016).         

 

Some organizations choose to punish their employees systematically in order to discourage failure 

(McGrath, 1999) while others have a less punitive attitude failures. Project failure can be described 

as the cancellation or elimination of a project due to not achieving the operational goals set by the 

project’s managers (Shepherd,Covin & Kuratko, 2009). This failure is then more than likely to 

generate negative emotions from managers to employees in the organization (Fisher, 2000; Huy, 

2002; Kiefer, 2005). 

 

Although literature stresses the importance of failure due to its ability to contribute to the learnings 

of the organization, it should be known that negative emotions that result from failure can interfere 

with that same goal of learning on an individual level (Mogg et al., 1990; Wells and Matthews, 

1994). Organizations are composed of individuals who respond to failure in different ways that is 

unique to each person (Shepherd & Cardon, 2009). The management’s job is to create a cohesive 

understanding of what failure is within the organization and thus try to reorganize these negative 

emotions in a way that enhances the learning process of the employees instead of interfering with 

it.  

An industry where failures are thought to be relatively more frequent is the creative industry 

(Simon, 2009). Because of its need for innovation, the failure rate is typically higher in creative 

industries such as the gaming industry than in other industries (Simon, 2009). This can be the result 
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of extreme competition in the industry. It is challenging as a new entrant to find a gap in a saturated 

market, create the right game with the right and appealing features and then launch the game 

successfully. In any industry though, the product is the embodiment of the value the organization 

is trying to offer to the market. In gaming, this naturally means that the games are the products, 

which contain most of this value. Thus, project failures within gaming companies are mostly 

developed games that have not fulfilled the goals of the organization or the market and have thus 

been terminated. In the industry of gaming, this process occurs repetitively and more frequently 

than in many other industries, which makes the organizations vulnerable to the consequences of 

negative emotions produced by the project failures.  

 

The question is then how one can reduce these negative emotions in a way that it does not interfere 

with the learning process. If project failures were treated as there would be nothing special about 

them or as if they are supposed to happen, it reduces the severity of negative emotions in 

individuals (Ashforth &Kreiner, 2002). The problem this approach can create though is a 

motivation issue within employees. The extent to which “failure normalizing” is possible to be 

facilitated without employees losing the motivation to create good quality games needs to be 

addressed. According to the literature, employees differ in their ability to process failure and learn 

from it (Shepherd & Cardon, 2009). This in turn depends on the individual’s coping orientation, 

the strengths of his/hers coping orientation and finally the employee’s perception of the extent to 

which their organization normalizes failure (Shepherd, Patzelt & Wolfe, 2011). The previous 

statement proves the role that the organizations have in managing and facilitating learning from 

project failures within the members of their organization. 

1.2 Problem  

In creative industries and more specifically that of gaming industry, firms are engaged in multiple 

innovation projects that essentially rely on the need to encouraging creativity, which highlights 

how innovation is inherently imperative in such industries (Hotho & Champion, 2014). Yet, a 

typical characteristic of innovation projects is high rate of failure (Bowers & Khorakian, 2014). 

Hence, it can be argued that innovation and the possibility of failure are inextricably linked in 

gaming industry making it a turbulent industry. Therefore, management of gaming firms must find 

a way to encourage innovation which requires a mindset characterized by positive attitude towards 

creativity and tolerance for failure (Hotho & Champion, 2014) while avoiding their organization 
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to become desensitized to failure as that may diminish commitment to subsequent projects 

(Shepherd, Covin & Kuratko, 2009). This leads to a discussion about how management in gaming 

firms should treat project failure and to what extent they should tolerate failure and make it part of 

the innovation process. We draw on “normalization theories” to explore how management in such 

firms respond to failure and whether organizations orchestrate a deliberate normalization strategy 

in responding to project failure. 

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore the normalization approach of project failure adopted by 

management of small gaming firms that are operating in creative industries. 

Research Question 

1. How does management implement normalization of failure as a way to respond to project 

failure? 
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2. Frame of reference 

This chapter aims to present an overview and give a good understanding on the frame of reference 

to the reader, including theories and definitions that are relevant for this thesis. 

 

 

  

2.1 The Creative Industry  

2.1.1     Defining Creative Industry  

Creative industries are increasingly becoming one of the fastest growing in the economies of 

Europe and North America (Jones, Svejenova & Strandgaard, 2011). They include a broad range 

of sectors such as film, fashion, computer and mobile games (Tschang, 2007). Such industries can 

be broadly defined as industries, which have their origins in individual creativity, skill, and talent 
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and which rely on continual development and renewal of intellectual property to create wealth and 

jobs (Jones, Comfort, Eastwood & Hillier, 2004). While what various literature consider to be in 

creative industry may be different and may vary overtime, there appears to be a commonality that 

these industries are strongly dependent on originality and novelty which are the basis for 

innovation creation (Jones et al., 2011). Hence, by their nature, creative industries are in one way 

or another involved in pursuit for innovation making innovation a distinctive and a fundamental 

feature of the industry.  

The Creative industry can be categorized into three distinct groups based on their core activity: 

creative application, creative expression and creative technology (White, 2010). Gaming sector of 

the industry, which is the focus on of our thesis, comes under the category of creative technology. 

These so-called creative technologies are characterized by their relatively more reliance on 

technology and digital media. Although technology is a key input for many sectors in the creative 

industries, gaming firms are separated out from others due to their core function being more 

dependent on digital technology (White, 2010).  

2.1.2      Gaming industry  

As stated earlier, the gaming industry can be seen as sub-sector of wider creative industry. With 

that in mind, the gaming industry can be defined as the sector of the economy that develops, 

markets and sells games (Banks, & Cunningham, 2014). The industry can be broadly studied from 

software and hardware or console producer's perspective. The software side of the gaming industry 

includes PC games, console games, mobile games and web browser games (Ström and Ernkvist, 

2012). Hence, the gaming industry encompasses multiple types of games, but mobile games will 

be more specifically examined in this study.  While the PC games have been around for decades, 

the mobile games are relatively new. Mobile games became more prominent with the introduction 

of first smart phones in 2007 and wider availability of broadband connection (Feijoo, Gómez-

Barroso, Aguado & Ramos, 2012). The applications for mobile devices illustrate how electronic 

communications, the media and the entertainment industries are converging and thereby creating 

new business opportunities that are attracting new innovators and entrepreneurs (Feijoo, Gómez-

Barroso Aguado & Ramos, 2012). With applications for mobile devices, innovators are creating 

games that are transforming the market of gaming industry by adapting to the new user preferences 

that are created by the introduction of mobile devices.  
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The popularity of smart phones being handy and having features like touch screen, heavy storage 

and the ability to connect to internet, and other networks that have attracted and led to significant 

innovations and creation of many applications that made use of mobile platforms. Consequently, 

those applications have allowed users to play games using their phones, which could explain why 

this type of gaming has experienced such a high growth rate (Feijoo, Gómez-Barroso, Aguado & 

Ramos, 2012). Moreover, the development and the marketing cost of mobile games are typically 

less expensive than for instance, that of PC or console games (Feijoo, Gómez-Barroso Aguado & 

Ramos, 2012). This coupled with availability of a direct-to-consumer channel have created a low 

entry barrier, which illustrates why mobile gaming industry has appealed to many small software 

game developers. It is against this backdrop that some authors like Claudio Feijoo (2012) claim 

mobile gaming is no longer seen as an extension of computer games, but rather having their own 

distinctive user experience underscoring the growth in the industry.  

2.1.3 Role of Innovation and Uncertainty  

The gaming industry is understood to be inherently turbulent in part because technology cycles in 

the industry are getting shorter and the pressure to be first in the market is getting stronger (Hotho 

& Champion, 2014). In addition, the investment in new market remains risky and business models 

are getting outdated. This turbulence can be extrapolated to other sectors in creative industry that 

rely on continues innovation to create new values. That being said, innovation can be defined as 

the use of newly acquired knowledge in developing a new product or service (Afuah, 2003). 

Novelty is fundamental to innovation, but novelty implies the possibility of failure given its 

unpredictable outcome. That is to say, the pursuit of innovation has its inherent risks, which may 

include the possibility of failure (Bowers & Khorakian, 2014).   

While risk can be found in all projects, it is particularly prevalent in projects that are strongly 

dependent on innovation (Simon, 2009), which might explain why the rate of project failure is 

high and failure is common in innovation projects (Bowers & Khorakian, 2014). As gaming 

industry is part of creative industry, it is no immune to this inherent uncertainty. This uncertainty 

arises in part because it can be hard for game developers to predict the product attributes that will 

best be accepted by the market (Ström and Ernkvist, 2012). That implies the need for more room 

to make experimentations and trails to curb some of the uncertainties and reduce the inherent risk. 

Similarly, having the freedom to try and experiment will need certain amount of tolerance for 
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taking risks and even mistakes that may lead to failure (Bowers & Khorakian, 2014). Therefore, 

managing innovation involves having a managerial attitude that has both a positive mindset 

towards innovation and a tolerance for failure (Hotho & Champion, 2014). Such management 

attitudes encourage creative environment that is open to the possibility of failure, something that 

is important for innovation to flourish (Hotho & Champion, 2014)  

2.2 Project Failure and Its Implications 

2.2.1  Project Failure 

“To be an entrepreneur means dealing with failure and its consequences” (Vara & Bogdanzaliev, 

2014). 

Project failure is the termination of a project that has not reached the aspired performance level 

defined by the project’s key resource providers (Shepherd et al., 2009). Project failures are 

common (Shepherd, Patzelt & Wolfe, 2011), since it is estimated, that 35-45% of all new products 

fail (Boulding and Morgan, 1997). This affects both the employees and the managers who are a 

part of the project by evoking feelings, specifically negative emotions. These emotions caused by 

failures can further affect the way the employees think and behave going forward (Kiefer, 2005).  

Despite the commonality of project failures and the negative emotions they bring, they are not bad 

experiences in their entirety. In fact, project failure allows the organization and project members 

to learn from their past mistakes that is if the project team stays together.  The consequence of 

learning that results from failure can be fruitful and contain the seeds of subsequent project success 

(Shepherd et al., 2009). Thus, it is concluded that entrepreneurial failures are potential learning 

opportunities (Green, Welsh & Dehler, 2003) that organizations can use to their advantage to 

enhance the probability of success of current or future projects. The opportunity to learn from 

failure is higher when the human resources invested in the project stay in the organization 

(Shepherd et al., 2009). In comparison, failed startups usually separate after failure which likely 

leads to lost learning opportunities since the human resources are gone (Rerup, 2005). 

Although project failures provide an opportunity to learn from past failures, many of those 

involved in the project do not do so (Disterer, 2002; Garvin, 1993). It could be because of the 

negative emotions attached to project failures. Negative emotions interfere with how individuals 

allocate their attention and process information (Mogg et al., 1990), which negatively affects their 
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learning process (Bower, 1992). Furthermore, individuals tend to be more prone to emotional 

interference during complex tasks (Huber, 1985), such as learning from past mistakes. This makes 

it harder for them to focus on processing information since emotional events receive higher priority 

in the brain than do those that are neutral (Ellis et al., 1971). 

These unpleasant emotions felt by the project members can stem from multiple things. No matter 

the reason behind the shortcoming, the committed project members will likely feel they have lost 

something important, which triggers negative emotions. A common reason that has been proposed 

is that committed project members have built a connection with the projects and truly believe in 

them. Thus, when the project fails or is terminated, it is an emotional hit for the members of the 

project (Royer, 2003). Other reasons can include the feelings of some amount of collective or 

individual identity loss or loss of personal relationships within other team members (Shepherd et 

al., 2009). Regardless, these feelings or emotions generate from losing something important from 

the perspective of each committed individual who is a part of the project. 

2.2.2      Grieving  

“Grief is characteristically manifested in feelings of sadness concerning the subject's loss; but it 

may also involve anxiety, anger, guilt, shame and envy” (Price, 2010). 

Grieving is an emotional response to loss of something that individual has held important, causing 

emotions that are negative. The failing of an innovative project can produce grieving among 

committed project members in corporate setting, no matter what the reasons behind the project’s 

failure are, and it can even result to behavioral, psychological and physiological symptoms. 

Organization’s rituals and routines play important part for coping, learning and recovering from 

grief that is caused by project failure (Shepherd, Covin & Kuratko, 2009).  

There are two primary approaches used for managing failure, in a context where the purpose is 

managing the outcomes caused by it, e.g. grief. The first is normalizing the failure, which tries to 

minimize the interference and negative emotions created by the failure. The second one is grief 

regulation, which aims to manage failure by regulating the negative emotions caused by grief with 

coping process and characteristics involved in it. As the commitment is necessary for a success of 

a project, knowing how to manage grief is an important task in a firm, especially for maintaining 
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the commitments for the next projects that are to follow the failed one (Shepherd, Covin & 

Kuratko, 2009).  

2.2.3      Motivation 

“Motivation is a psychological process resulting from the interaction between the individual and 

the environment” (Latham & Pinder, 2005). 

Osterloh, Frey & Frost, (2001) said that there are two kinds of motivation that are interdepended; 

extrinsic motivation that is especially monetary compensation but could be any indirect 

satisfaction of needs; and intrinsic motivation which is immediate need satisfaction that is based 

on enjoyment or obligation. Furthermore, the environment at the workplace does also affect, as 

well as is affected by the individual’s needs, personality and values (Latham & Pinder, 2005). This 

leads that individual’s motivation and the organization’s culture can be seen as intertwined to some 

extent. For example, Shepherd, Covin, and Kuratko, (2009) suggested that the organization 

environment, that offers social support, can help individuals built the coping self-efficacy. Instead 

of eliminating negative emotions, regulating them is more likely to create better motivational 

outcomes and learning.  

Often, project success depends on the commitment of the project team from the manager to the 

project leader and the rest of the team (Amabile, 2000; Song & Parry, 1997). The commitment 

towards this innovation usually stems from their intrinsic motivation (Green, Welsh & Dehler, 

2003), meaning that the project is interesting and pleasant for the project team. Thus, seeing how 

intrinsic motivation impacts the commitment levels of the project team which in turn is crucial to 

project success, it can be concluded that motivation has an important role in the context of project 

success and innovation.  

2.3 Management of Project Failures  

Project failures open an opportunity for organizations to learn from their experiences (Hammad, 

2003; McGrath, 1999). However, although the opportunity to learn exists, Murray (2006) 

concluded that the decision to fail a project at any stage of its development brings a strong negative 

reaction and resistance from the project team as well as other business units that may be affected. 

Along with this reaction, project failures create a negative emotion among the participants of the 

project, which might hinder or entirely block the ability to learn from failure in organizations or 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0883902608000153
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individuals by interfering with individual’s ability to process information (Mogg et al., 1990; Wells 

and Matthews, 1994).  

2.3.1      Normalization of Failure 

How can management then maximize learnings from project failures? Ashfort & Kreiner (2002) 

suggest management could achieve this goal by using normalization. By their definition:” 

normalization refers to the institutionalized processes by which extra-ordinary is rendered more 

ordinary”, meaning that failure experiences will be treated in a way that they will not be given any 

special attention. The objective of normalization is to reduce the emotional interference with 

learning that is caused by failures and thus possibly maximize the learnings from each failure 

experience.  

Normalization usually happens as a result of habituation or desensitization. Habituation is a 

process where something is repeated and each time one is exposed to the same stimuli, its effect 

gets weaker and weaker. Desensitization instead is a process where for example, one is exposed to 

a series of failures where each failure is a bit larger than the earlier failure, which then leads to a 

reduced emotional response (St-Onge, 1995). 

When implemented, normalization can decrease the negative value of failure for example, by 

masking failure as an opportunity to learn. The reduced emotional interference can also help the 

project team with being persistent with innovation efforts since the organization members feel less 

grief and are less likely to be discouraged to try again (Shepherd et al, 2009). 

2.3.2 Failure-tolerance (A way to normalize project failure) 

Farson and Keyes (2002) elaborate on the matter by describing that failure-tolerant leaders take 

the focus away from the evaluation process of a project and shift it to analyzing it instead. In 

practice, this means that failure-tolerant leaders do not penalize or praise, but instead they analyze 

the steps in the process instead. Rationale in this approach is to reduce the fear of failure in 

employees and thus reduce negative emotions and further the ability to learn. Farson and Keyes 

(2002) further support this view by stating that a culture of “failure-tolerance” can be used to create 

an organizational environment where project failure is normalized. Regarding the failure tolerance 

of organizations, failing fast is a concept that has gained some prominence and encouragement in 

some innovative organizations with the aim of reducing fear of failure so that employees will dare 

to try and experiment more (Kvalnes, 2017).  Failing fast attitude is intended to let employees 
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experience failures but also to encourage letting go of projects that are not meeting expectations 

set for them. The practical implication of adopting this stance is to stop wasting time and resources 

soon enough so that those resources would be used to support other more viable projects.  

Normalizing failure has its own challenges though. For example, the neutrality of emotions can 

demotivate an individual when it comes to the learning process (Ellis et al., 1971). This concept 

can be seen for instance in one’s low-level attention and reduced information search, and it occurs 

because the emotional events receive a higher priority in the brain (Ellis et al., 1971). By 

eliminating or reducing these emotions, it can also lead to a weaker project commitment, creation 

and development within the organization (Shepherd et al., 2009). 

Literature has emphasized the learnings from project failures, as well as the disadvantages and the 

benefits that arise from these events. However, while theoretically these concepts have been 

studied and proved, there has been less focus on real-life case studies such as how organizations 

in a given industry work with project failure and whether or not they are aware of these concepts 

like normalization and failure-tolerance. This is the case especially from a multiple perspective 

point of view from within an organization (employees, project leaders, management etc.), that may 

experience project failures consistently. 
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3. Methodology  

The first section of this chapter presents the methodology and discusses philosophy, approach and 

strategy of the study. The next section discusses the method of the study, covering the primary data 

and secondary data collection followed by the third section where data analysis is discussed in a 

detailed fashion. The final part of this chapter evaluates the quality of the data and other ethical 

issues considered. 

3.1 Methodology 

3.1.1 Research Philosophy 

Before designing a study, researchers need to identify the research paradigm they intend to adopt 

so that various methodologies applied are consistent with the purpose of the research. Research 

paradigm can be defined as a philosophical framework that guides how scientific research should 

be conducted (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 43). Interpretivism is the research paradigm we adopted 

for this study as it has qualities and assumptions that are suitable with the defined purpose of the 

study and our chosen method of data collection. As our aim is to get a deeper understanding of 

how managers treat project failure, this will involve gathering knowledge and experiences that are 

based on subjective thoughts and reflections from the study participants, which is in line with the 

ontological assumption of interpretivist (Collis and Hussey, 2014). 

This research focuses on explaining how companies manage project failures in gaming industries. 

The goal is to understand the employee's attitudes, feelings and thoughts about this issue as well 

as the management’s mentality and approach towards this problem. Furthermore, and most 

importantly, this research paper aims to identify what type of actions management takes in order 

to manage project failures. Thus, the research strategy is to draw some information from literature 

and connect it with conducted data from interviews and therefore, an interpretivist paradigm is 

appropriate to be applied. 

3.1.2 Qualitative Study  

In order to get deep insights into the subject of our purpose, we opted to use qualitative method of 

collecting data. This was because we thought that collecting non-numerical data would give us 

more detailed information and insights of the topic. This goes together with the nature of our study 

that is explorative. In other words, we wanted to study people’s opinions, emotions and 
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experiences of regarding normalization approach in their organizations. We believe qualities of 

this method such as the possibility of having a small non-randomly selected sample is key for us 

in order to gather rich and extensive information in accordance with our purpose. In other words, 

qualitative method is well suited to capturing these kinds of extensive information based on human 

experience and interpretation that are reflected in exploratory studies (Saunders et al., 2012). In 

contrast, quantitative method is mostly in descriptive research and it is intended for hypothesis 

testing by using large, generalized sample sizes (Collins and Hussey, 2014). Statistical data 

gathered with quantitative method would be insufficient to explain the experiences and 

interpretations needed for an exploratory study like this study relying on interactions with 

participants and the use of language, personal voice and some qualitative words.  

3.1.3 Research Approach 

There are three research approaches within scientific field that aim to explain the connection 

between various researches and theories: inductive, deductive and an abductive (Mantere & 

Ketokivi, 2013; Saunders et al., 2015; Bryman, 2012). Inductive approach starts by gathering the 

empirical data, comparing it with existing theories and following by drawing generalizations of 

the findings. In a deductive approach researches have a theory they want to test and validate, 

meaning they move from theory to data. An abductive approach is a mix between both inductive 

and deductive approaches as researchers go back and forth between the data and the theory through 

whole research process (Rolfe, 1997). For this thesis, we started by gathering data from exiting 

literature and this was done to enlarge our understanding of the topic we had chosen. This included 

studying and identifying the key areas for our research, for example project failure and 

normalization of project failure. This was followed by conducting the semi-structured interviews 

where we aimed to identify the key areas. Finally, we reflected our findings against the existing 

literature by identifying patterns within the collected empirical data and by finding links between 

the theories from literature we used and our empirical findings. This matches the description of an 

abductive research approach (Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013). 

3.1.4 Research Strategy 

For this research, thematic analysis was the most suitable qualitative research strategy, as this 

method allowed us to examine information from interviews that are in non-numerical form and 

report the identified patterns or themes within the data. Moreover, this strategy was chosen to 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0260691717301429
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pinpoint the prominent themes and patterns across all the separate conducted interviews, so that 

we could later analyze them and compare them with existing literature in sense to help this research 

to explore the management of project failures in the gaming industry and the normalization 

approach as well as answering our research question. Moreover, the flexibility of thematic analysis 

combined with its accessibility, gave us freedom regarding of conducting our data and choosing 

the theoretical framework. This bestowed us complex, abundant and detailed portrayal of our data 

(Clarke & Braun, 2017).  

3.2 Method of Data Collection 

Both secondary and primary data were collected for this study. The secondary data used is 

represented in the literature review and the primary data is shown in the empirical study. The 

thematic analysis method is used to analyse primary data to allow the research findings to emerge 

from the frequent or significant themes identified without limitations of structured methodologies 

(Thomas D., 2003). 

 3.2.1 Primary Data collection 

We used semi-structured interviews to collect primary data, where the participants were 

interviewed separately. Collecting data through interviewing gives an insight of cultural consensus 

(in our case the industry culture) as well as person’s private opinions and subjective 

understandings, which this research aims to do (Arksey and Knight, 1999, p.4). Conducting semi-

structured interviews means that the interview questions were prepared in advance in order to 

guide the interviewees while also encouraging them to talk freely of the decided topics. This also 

meant that not all the questions might need to be asked, as interviewees may provide the relevant 

information while they are answering another question.  

Some of the interviews were conducted face-to-face and some via Skype because of the time and 

cost limitations of both interviewers and interviewees. Although that the most common form of 

interview is one-to-one, we found it most beneficial to have at least two interviewers present each 

time. This was meant to ensure the quality audio recording and to use multiple means of capturing 

data as one person was taking notes while the other person was asking the questions. The notes 

were taken on the most relevant answers and were later used to offer finer nuances of the interview. 

Additionally, this enabled at least one person to focus on thinking of possible follow up questions 

to act as probing questions where would go in depth into something the interviewee raised. Aiming 
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of having all the research group members in the interviews also ensured that everyone could 

conclude their own interpretations of the interviews before the actual analysis process (Collis J., 

& Hussey R., 2014). 

3.2.1.1 Participating Companies and Interviewees 

There were several criteria set for the participants and it is based on the criteria that the eventual 

interviewees would be selected. Firstly, the company that they are working for should come under 

the gaming industry and secondly, it should be from a Nordic country. To ensure that the 

companies belonged to the gaming industry, they were evaluated based on the definition and the 

characteristics outlined in the frame of reference chapter. Initially, special preference was given to 

companies with mobile branch of the gaming industry and those were the ones we contacted first. 

Moreover, we established that at least two representatives to be selected from each company, one 

representing the management or project leadership and the other representing the employees. We 

determined that getting the perspective of both the management and the workers would add value 

to our findings, as there may be diverse perceptions and experiences within each company (Collis 

& Hussey, 2014). 

The strategy of finding participants started with extensive research mainly online that looked for 

gaming firms in Sweden and in Finland. We contacted Jönköping University’s Science Park and 

some of lecturers at Jönköping Engineering School in order to get hold of some gaming firms and 

startups that could be partners with them. The initial contact with the Science Park proved to be 

fruitful as they gave a website where a list of relatively small gaming firms can be found.  We also 

contacted other nearby universities in case they could connect us to gaming firms that they have 

connections with. We reached out to companies that had at least more than one employee by email 

as the first contact explaining briefly, who we are, what our thesis is about and why we are 

requesting for an interview.  Overall, we reached out to around 40 companies of which, we got a 

response from 8. Off of the 8 companies, 3 did not want to participate, 5 companies showed some 

interest but did not eventually manage or want to complete the interview for differing reasons. At 

the end 2 companies who wanted to participate were interviewed. All the interviews were 

conducted in English.  

Company A 

Company A is a small, Swedish PC/mobile game firm, that employs six people. The firm was 
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started when five friends, who all studied game development in the same school and worked 

together in school projects as well as in “gaming hubs”, decided to form a company together. Since 

the foundation of the company, one additional worker has been hired. Our first contact to the firm 

was via email, where one of the founders, who works as a programmer in the company, answered. 

In the subsequent emails, the CEO of the company, who is also one of the founders, also agreed 

for the interview. When conducting the interviews, we first interviewed the CEO, who did not 

have an education in management, except some self-study and additional courses after the 

company was founded. Straight after CEO’s interview, we interviewed the programmer who we 

had our first contact with. Both interviews lasted a bit less than one hour, although the CEO’s 

interview was slightly longer. Both interviews were conducted face-to-face, at the company’s 

office, but in the meeting room that was separated from the other employees.  

Company B 

Company B is a small, Finnish virtual reality and mobile game firm that employs five people. The 

firm was founded by six friends originally, and they have five of them left to work in the firm. 

Previously they had worked together in some hobby-projects and in “gaming hubs”, decided to 

turn one of the hobby-project-games into an actual game that could bring them money and built a 

company around that. The game was later abandoned, but the company stayed. So far, the company 

is a secondary job for all its employees, and they work in the company and within its projects on 

the evening or weekends after their “day-jobs”. Since the company’s foundation, no additional 

member has been hired. The first contact was made via phone with one of the founders and 

continued via text messaging in a group that included the first contact, CEO, and one of the authors 

of this thesis. We first interviewed the founder who was our first contact and then CEO, who had 

previously studied business and management, but nothing gaming related before the company was 

founded. Both interviews lasted a bit less than one hour and were conducted and recorded via 

Skype, because of the geographical as well as time restrictions of both of the parties. 
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The list of companies whose representatives we interviewed are summarized in the following table. 

Company Position Number of 

employees 

Industry 

specific 

Country Duration of 

the interview 

Conducting 

method 

A CEO/ 

Founder 

6 PC/mobile 

gaming 

Sweden 55 minutes Face-to-Face 

A Programmer/ 

Founder 

6 PC/ mobile 

gaming 

Sweden 50 minutes Face-to-Face 

B CEO/ 

Founder 

5 VR/mobile 

gaming 

Finland 46 minutes Skype 

B Programmer/ 

Software 

Architect/ 

Founder 

5 VR/mobile 

gaming 

Finland 48 minutes Skype 

 

 

3.2.1.2 Sampling Criteria 

Several sampling methods can be employed when doing research that is based on qualitative 

methods. Unlike quantitative-based research where there needs to be some form of sampling 

probability, non-probability sampling can be used for qualitative research.  Simply put, the latter 

does not need specific probability in order to select an individual for a given sample (Miles& 

Huberman 1994). Examples of such non-probability methods are convenient sampling, purposive 

sampling (judgmental sampling) and snowballing sampling. In general, these kind of sampling 

methods are used to first find a target population and then select participants from a sample of that 

population in non-random way. With that in mind, the sampling technique that is used for this 

study is purposive sampling.  
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The method of purposive sampling involves the researcher choosing participants based on their 

experience of the phenomenon under the study as well as on other qualities of the participants that 

the researcher considers suitable in order to fulfill the purpose of the study (Koerber and 

McMichael, 2008).  With the purposive sampling, the researcher will be able to accumulate 

relevant information of the subject that is being studied (Brewerton and Millward, 2001). 

Therefore, in accordance with this sampling technique, the interviewees were found by reaching 

out to them through email contact provided on the website of their respective companies. A more 

detailed procedure on how participants were selected will be discussed in the next segment. One 

drawback of using this technique of sampling is that it has the potential to lead to misrepresentation 

of the population that is under the study such as the chosen industry or field. Nevertheless, the 

authors can compensate the disadvantage by being well- aware of it and by prioritizing to choose 

participants who have very different perspectives but are still relevant to the purpose of the study.   

3.2.1.3 Semi structured interviews 

There are three types of interviews.  These are structured, semi-structured or unstructured 

interviews (Collis and Hussey, 2014). However, since our research is exploratory, our best 

interview strategy is to go with a semi-structured interview. This is because, this research is 

qualitative, explorative and it uses an interpretivist approach which means that a semi-structured 

interview is the right choice since on one hand it contains open ended questions that allow the 

subjects to speak freely and give more precise information (Collis and Hussey, 2014). On the other 

hand, a semi-structured interview allows us to prepare interview questions before hand and as the 

name suggests, it gives us flexibility to ask follow-up questions that could be valuable in our 

research. Questions are open-ended and they are structured in a way that follow a certain type of 

theme in different parts of the interview. This helps the researchers move forward, since it 

emphasizes the key questions and theories that the researchers want to explore without guiding the 

subject too much. The questions depend on what the literature researchers decide to stress as well 

as their logic on how to best approach their research question. 

3.2.1.4 Interview Design 

Before the interview’s official start, we would introduce ourselves to the interviewee. We would 

also have a small talk with the subject of the interview and make sure that he/she is comfortable 

before proceeding with the interview. This process would include telling the subject about our 
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research topic, why we are conducting it and making sure they understand that they have the right 

to stay anonymous or retract things they said after the interview. The interviewees are also asked 

if we can record the interview. After they agree to this, the subjects are told that they will receive 

the audio transcript and they can go through it again if they will and suggest changes or restrictions 

on what we can use in our research. 

The interview was structured in a way that we would start with general questions such as “could 

you please tell us about yourself and the company?” The goal is to get the interviewee relaxed and 

comfortable with the interview and the interviewers. Furthermore, we also get more information 

about the company and how they perceive themselves. As mentioned before, the interview 

questions have different themes and these themes include general questions, innovation in the 

gaming industry, attributions to project failure, treatment of project failure and post interview 

thoughts. To ensure the consistency and quality within interviews, we conducted all the interviews 

in English.  

Questions related to the innovation in the gaming industry are supposed to help us understand how 

well managers and employees know about the industry, what their personal thoughts are and 

whether they have more information than what we have found in the literature. Attributions to 

failure was meant to explore the number of times the interviewees have been a part of failed 

projects, how they felt about it and how it may affect their motivation to work or create more 

projects. Furthermore, it helps us understand the causes of and reasons for the project failures of 

the company. 

3.2.1.5 Interview Preparations 

Consistent with the purpose of the study, interviews from gaming companies were aimed to shed 

light on how they deal with project failure as organizations. It is important for us to get the different 

perspectives of the subject within the same organization. Thus, our goal was to get at least two 

interviews per company. These interviewees should be in different roles in the organization and 

preferably be in different hierarchical positions such as a project leader or manager/CEO versus. 

A game developer or a game designer. This role difference is important to get a multiple 

perspective picture on the issue, which allows our research to be more reliable. 

 

After these realizations, an email was sent to at least 10-15 gaming companies where we introduced 
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our research question, gave them the option to stay anonymous and lastly asked if they have 

interest to be a part of this research. We also made it clear for the potential interviewees that we 

would need to interview at least two people (an employee and a manager) if possible. If these 

prerequisites were met, we would conduct the interview. 

3.2.2 Secondary Data Collection  

Secondary data refers to an existing data collected by others than the researcher themselves or for 

a different purpose than the current research. It might be available in research-contributed 

databases, government agencies, institutional records and so on (Given L. M., 2008). Secondary 

data enables the inspection of research questions by using large-scale data sets resulting deducted 

resources and time (Donellan M., Lucas R., 2013).  For this research, the existing literature is used 

as a secondary data, and the main database used was Jönköping University library and google 

scholar. This allowed us to gather information of the selected topic before the conducted interviews 

as well as identify the research gaps and draw some conclusion of the subject selected for this 

thesis. More about the secondary data gathered will be discussed in the later sections.  

3.2.3 Literature review  

The secondary data for this study was gathered in a literature review to provide a comprehensive 

view of already existing related researches, enabling identifying and addressing research gaps in 

the literature (Donellan M., Lucas R., 2013).  During the collection of the peer-review articles, the 

most frequent databases were JIBS Library and Google Scholar. The keywords used in the search, 

mixed in the same search or separately, were project failure, innovation, management, grief, 

normalization, project manager, motivation, organizational culture. In addition to the listed 

keywords, references that seemed to be interesting and related to the topic were used to broaden 

the research. In attempt to find the most relevant and credible data, the most recent articles were 

prioritized as well as some older data were excluded in an in order to avoid outdated researches. 

This was due to the research field being rather young, rapidly growing and developing.   
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Article name: 

 

The full name of 

the article 

Author(s): 

 

List of authors 

Publication: 

 

Where the article 

was published 

Themes: 

 

Example: Grief 

recovery, 

Learning, 

Innovation 

 

Purpose: 

 

What is the purpose 

of the selected 

article? 

Theory: 

 

What theory is 

used for the 

article? 

Methodology: 

 

What is the 

methodology used 

to collect 

information for 

the article? 

 

Results: 

 

The result 

concluded in the 

article. 

Contributions: 

 

What the article 

contributed? Why 

was the article 

published? 

Notes: 

 

Additional notes of 

the article. 

 

The table used in categorizing literature review included ten columns: Article name, Author(s), 

Publication journal, Themes, Purpose, Theory, Methodology, Results, Contribution and Notes. 

 3.3 Data Analysis  

The data analysis starts from transcribing the interview material. The primary data will be analyzed 

by reducing the relevant data from the semi-structured interviews. Following the thematic analysis, 

we will focus on the key terms and themes we found from the data we collected and structure them 

according to the different patterns found. Furthermore, secondary data from the literature will be 

used to support these patterns or find differences (Miles& Huberman 1994). 

3.3.1 Primary Data Analysis 

The method of analysis we applied to the primary data we collected is thematic analysis. With this 

method, we analyzed data in several successive steps. We started with examining the transcripts 

of each interviews in order to become familiar with the data and establish good understanding of 
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the content of the transcripts. This involved reading, re-reading, highlighting and making notes of 

the transcripts separately. After we were confident that we had a good grasp of the data to the point 

that we were able to identify relevant issues, we started to make initial coding according to the 

coding criteria outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994, p.9). In this stage, the codes were 

continuously examined and reviewed until we developed a comprehensive category of codes that 

potential themes could be identified from.  

The potential themes were then reviewed so that the most relevant themes could be chosen and 

once we identified the final themes, we named them with concise phrases that would be broadly 

representative of the category of codes that come under each theme. In addition to that, short 

description and explanation was attributed to each theme. Lastly, the findings obtained with the 

use of the thematic analysis were presented in a logical and coherent way that makes extensive use 

of quotations from the interview excerpts. The quotations were aimed to illustrate how each of the 

findings were deduced from the interviews. An excerpt of the interview analysis in included in the 

appendix.  

3.4 Research Ethics 

3.4.1 Data Quality 

3.4.1.1 Reliability 

Consistency of the results and how many times research has been conducted is closely related to 

reliability. Although, as the results are reflecting at the time they are conducted, the findings do 

not have to be necessarily repeatable. In qualitative research, the results can vary because of the 

nature of the semi-structured interviews being dynamic and complex and hence the term 

dependability may instead be used. Therefore, it was essential to remain flexible regarding these 

interviews and the results conducted (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). To increase the reliability of 

this thesis, the transcripts of the interviews were analyzed in a systematic fashion, and we have 

tried to remain as transparent and thorough as possible regarding to the whole process of 

interviewing including the phrasing of interview questions, establishing rapport with the 

participants and the recording of the interviews. 

3.4.1.2 Bias 

One way to enhance the reliability and validity of a qualitative study is to eliminate biases.  To 

avoid possible biases between interviewees and researchers, the interview preparations were done 
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in advance and as the semi-structured interviews were used, the interviewees received rough plan 

of the interview questions, mainly to allow them to get familiar with the terms that would be used 

during interviews. We assured their anonymity and interviewed them separately without outsider's 

surveillance to get as authentic answers as possible. We tried to maintain the conversation flowing, 

but with minimal guidance, to ensure that we would not put any words to interviewees’ mouth. 

We also emailed the transcripts of the interviews to them for the final check. Besides audio 

recording one of the interviewers were taking manual notes to ensure that the finer tones of the 

answers were also identified.  

3.4.1.3 Validity 

“Validity in qualitative research means “appropriateness” of the tools, processes, and data.” 

(Leung L, 2015). Validity refers to the credibility and trustworthiness of the research. In the context 

of qualitative study, validity is concerned about the richness of data collected and the degree to 

which findings of the research can be applied to other contexts. To increase the validity of the 

research, we classified the questions for the interviews into major themes to make sure the 

interview covered all relevant topics we intended to study.  Follow up questions were also raised 

for clarification and further exploration into issues that we deemed to most relevant for the study 

(Saunders et al., 2009). We also employed the method of data triangulation (Saunders et al., 2009) 

by collecting data from participants within the same company and from different companies, which 

enabled to enhance the richness of the empirical data, as it reflected multiple perspectives. 

Moreover, the transcripts of the interviews were sent to the interviewees in order to check the 

accuracy of the information they provided during the interview with them.  

3.4.1.4 Generalizability 

Generalizability should be carefully considered within qualitative research and if findings can be 

used in the other settings as well. This is due that the sampling sizes being often smaller in 

qualitative studies than in quantitative studies.  Although this does not mean that the qualitative 

studies are less generalizable than quantitative, the generalizability is simply depending on the 

nature of the sample conducted for the research (Saunders et al., 2012).  This research includes 

four interviews from the firms we could get hold of and including both CEOs and employees of 

these companies. This was done to gather more reliable results that could be generalized to a wider 

theory and give us better insights.  
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3.4.2 Ethical considerations  

When conducting any kind of research, there is an ethical responsibility regarding to work honestly 

and sincerity (Adams, Khan, Raeside & White, 2007). All the participants were informed about 

interview purpose and asked to give their consent to use their answers in the study. Additionally, 

participants were promised that we keep their autonomy as well that all the participants could proof 

read their own interview transcripts and verify that all the confidential information regarding the 

interviewees and their companies would be left out. The participants also received a draft of the 

interview including the major questions and terms in order so that they would have a good idea of 

essential topics that the interview contains. The other ethical aspects such as avoiding deliberately 

biasing the data collection instruments, making up data, falsifying results or trimming (Adams et 

al., 2007) were discussed all the way during the data collection and analysis. We have tried to 

emphasise the importance of good communication of the data conducted from interviews, to 

describe the answers of our interviewees as accurately as we can. 

3.4.3 Methodology summary  

Overall, our methodology follows an interpretivist research philosophy and as the research 

approach, we will use abductive reasoning. Sampling was implemented by using purposive 

sampling, where the interviewees were picked by making sure they were a gaming company with 

at least three employees and preferably in the mobile gaming industry. The data collection was 

done empirically with the use of semi-structured interviews while using secondary data to support 

the theories and the purpose of this thesis. In this research, all the participants of the empirical data 

collection have been offered anonymity and the interviews have been conducted by adhering to 

good research ethics. 
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4. Empirical Findings 

 In this chapter, the empirical findings are presented. Starting with the larger and narrowing down to the 

more relevant. The order of the data presented does not relate to significance of the findings. 

4.1 Gaming Industry & Innovation 

In order to understand the practices of the gaming companies interviewed, it is important to 

understand the characteristics that define their industry and how they perceive these characteristics. 

Furthermore, the role of innovation and creativity as well as their importance were some of the 

questions brought up to these companies. 

The interviewed participants described the industry to have been growing rapidly in terms of 

innovation and technological advancements. Two of the four participants from different companies 

mentioned how the gaming industry differentiates from many other industries. According to them, 

this difference stems from the fact that there is no direct competition since there is no specific 

products either. After a game is developed, it is difficult to tell whether it will perform or not and 

even the largest gaming companies can “flop” a game. This reflects the uncertainty of project 

success in the gaming industry.  

“The very different characteristics of just of the gaming industry is like, there exists no 

specific product, it's like, I don't make 500 chairs then I have to sell 500 chairs, and I make 

one game and it's going sell somewhere between what zero and 6 billion copies.“ 

4.1.1 Size & Innovation 

As the companies we interviewed were very small organizations with less than 10 employees each, 

they brought up an interesting distinction between large and small gaming companies. The size of 

the company brings along challenges and limitations as well as its advantages. It was recognized 

that these challenges include a limited scope our respondents can operate within. Their small team 

is not enough to create larger projects they would perhaps like to develop.  

“We want everyone to do bigger projects. Five people are not necessarily enough.” 
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"And during the planning phase, or at the end of the planning phase, actually, we realized 

that this was the scope was going to be so large, that this is not something that we want to 

do right now.” 

One of the employees however acknowledged the benefits of their small size being how easily 

they can switch directions, how their size allows everyone to be creative and make decisions faster 

about their ongoing projects. One CEO further explained how the motivation and commitment of 

employees might be better in smaller gaming companies since their projects directly affect the 

company, their income and thus, whether or not the project teams can work together in the future. 

Compare this to a larger scale gaming company’s employees’ and they might not care as much 

about each project for the reason of not directly reaping the benefits of successful projects. They 

might however care much more if their job is on the line according to the CEO.  

“We can, like everyone can be creative, and we can switch direction really fast. We can... 

we can do one thing one day and a completely different thing the other day, and that is a 

very great strength to have when you are doing something for the internet. “ 

4.2 Organizational Structure and Attitude Towards Failure  

4.2.1 Organizational Structure  

Both organizations have a similar structure and a way of operating. One of the companies has 

according to both interviewees, a very flat management structure. All employees in the company 

participate in pitching new project ideas and from there they take a democratic approach by voting 

for the best project ideas. The most voted project will be developed into a prototype and tested. 

The CEO of the company stressed the importance of communication whether it’s in the case of 

product development or termination as employees do get passionate about their projects. He further 

looks at the projects’ business viability more so than the other members of the company. 

"We've got a democratic process in terms of what games we try out. Like, how that works 

is that each team member can pitch their own idea"       

Interviewed companies also share a lot when it comes to decision making. The employee from one 

of the companies made it clear that although the game projects are developed together, at the end 

of the day the CEO has the final decision and the responsibility to make sensible choices.  
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“At the end of the day, he's (CEO) kind of the decision maker. So, he is the one who actually 

has to make sensible choices. It is like, why should we do this? This must be making sense, 

kind of things.” 

According to one of the employees, the management supports innovation and creativity by 

bringing the team together and having brainstorming sessions. These brainstorming sessions are 

arranged in a relaxed environment, for example in one the employees’ house or home. The ideas 

they come up with during these sessions will most likely be developed if they have the potential 

to succeed in the eyes of the team. Project development and decision making seems to be collective 

and more or less democratic within both organizations. 

“The people who manage our projects tend to give us like the idea of having separate 

days for just like brainstorming. So that's definitely something that affects and supports the 

creativity and innovation.” 

4.2.2 Attitude Towards Project Failure 

Project failures seem to be something that the management is not scared of but instead something 

that is expected or furthermore encouraged. Both CEO’s confirm these organizational attitudes. 

One CEO in fact passionately expresses how their company loves to fail. They even have a slogan 

to remind employees to fail when necessary. According to the CEO in order to handle project 

failures, you must first experience them. The other CEO simply adds that failure is a natural part 

of project’s life cycle, although never easy. However, one CEO made sure to make us understand 

how failure should not be the first option as soon as problems arise. Otherwise, the company risks 

getting into a cycle of project failures only because employees are not interested in these projects 

anymore. 

  "Whoo, I mean, like, we love to fail.” 

“Just like you have to experience some project failures before we can handle them.” 

From the perspective of employees, they think failure is a way to determine what works and what 

does not, highlighting the learnings gained from project failures. One of them shares his 

perspective on the issue as well adding to the point of learning. He explains how the management 

challenges the team when talking about project failure. The management is not against terminating 

the project but rather wants to know a clear reason for terminating a project. Once the reason is 
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found it is easier to terminate the project since understanding the reason for project termination, 

helps with making better adjustments and decisions in the future.  

   “I feel like the people in our company who are more on the management side, they always 

do their best to not let the project fail. They usually tend to ask a lot of questions about why 

we should fail this, etc, etc.” 

4.2.3 Fail Fast   

Failing fast seems to be very important attitude for all the interview participants. Employees of 

both companies share the same point with us about failing fast. When projects are failed early, the 

company and the employees have invested the least amount of time, money and resources in these 

projects. The strategy to fail fast then yields the benefit of minimizing losses across the company 

whereas failure to do so increases the cost of failure according to both employees.  

“There's also like, an economic aspect. It is like, which is why we adopted the idea of 

failing as quickly as we can. Because if we fail quickly, we haven't wasted as much money 

failing, pretty much.”   

The CEO’s agree with their employees strongly. Moreover, one of them thinks that some of their 

most recently terminated projects were quit too late from his perspective, further emphasizing the 

importance of failing projects early.  

Furthermore, one of the companies’ employee linked failing fast to the uncertainty of a project 

success. Their company has previously released games they thought were great games and the 

customers or the players also seemed to like the game. However, the problem was that not a lot of 

people had a chance to see their game or nobody bought it. The employee then concludes they 

came to the realization that “releasing a game, is just a roll of the dice”, which then encouraged 

them to make prototypes and test them as quickly as possible. This process explains why they 

embraced the idea of failing fast. 

“So, the process of rapid failure is the greatest way to success is pretty much in short.” 

From the perspective of the other company, both the CEO and the employee seem to share the 

mindset of failing fast. The employee emphasized the commitment and investment that goes to a 

project especially the longer they develop it. According to him it is easier to terminate a project in 
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its earlier phase rather than later. This way it is easier to let the project go whereas if the team has 

started and invested a lot of time on the project, terminating it after such a long process will be 

hard for the team (or some members of it) not only resource wise but also emotionally. The CEO 

expresses his support for this ideology by stating that in his opinion most of their previous projects 

were perhaps terminated too late. Therefore, the mentality of our interviewees seems to be coherent 

when it comes to the attitude of failing fast.  

“If you deem a project to failure rather quickly, usually no one has had the time to get too 

invested in the project. So, it's sort of easier to say that, all right. We have not started full-

scale development of this yet, so let us just call it quits right now. We can't do this right 

now". 

4.3 Emotions 

Emotions are bound to arise within projects because of the commitment and personal investment 

deployed on them. We wanted to find out what type of emotions do our interview participants deal 

with after project failure, after project success and how does either one of them affect their 

motivation. 

4.3.1 After Project Failure 

Project failure is always hard according to one of the CEO’s. Generally, however, the experience 

of project failure and the emotions produced by it are consistent with our interview participants. 

The setbacks of project failure had impacts such as the morale of the team dropping to the bottom 

and the team being dried up and uninterested in the project any further. CEO’s feel the 

responsibility to pull the team forward and help the employees understand that this failure is not 

the end, but more of an opportunity. A common point that came up was that most employees try 

to move on the failed project as soon as they can and focus on what could be salvaged instead. 

"Like the first week the morale was at the bottom and then I realized, like, I have to pull 

this ship forward, like, we still got stuff to do.”  

“The way I see this, this is usually when a project fails, or is regarded a failure, it tends to 

be in a situation where the whole team is sort of dried up. No one, or most of the team, is 

not interested in the project itself, or something like this comes into play.” 
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Project failures were especially tough for new hires who had a hard time letting go of the projects 

they worked so hard on. One employee though generally feels like there is no point about getting 

mad if a project fails. However, he does occasionally feel frustrated because of how hard it is to 

get exposure. For one of the companies however, after the initial disappointment, their reaction 

after a while is to jump on another opportunity and design something new. According to the 

employee, failure is a “kick in the butt” for the team and helps them to innovate with new projects.  

One of the CEOs brought up something interesting as well. Not only do project failures provide 

negative emotions, but according to the CEO, they bring about positive emotions as well, such as 

relief. Relief that the company feels comes from the resources opening up and allowing the team 

to focus on other more fruitful projects. The CEO described the project failure as in more of a 

“good riddance” than a failure itself. In addition, it helps with innovating and being creative with 

projects that are more inspiring for the team at that time. 

“And being able to let go, actually felt quite good. Because as I mentioned, it allowed us 

to completely, put it aside, also, physically and mentally, and then focus everything on the 

more interesting more potential projects. “ 

4.3.2 After Project Success 

We found that there are different emotional reactions from all the interview participants after a 

project success. An employee described himself not to be a very emotional person, which dictates 

his reaction towards project successes’. For him it is more about objectivity and responsibility as 

well as doing his best to help the company succeed. Therefore, to him, there is no special reaction 

or feeling after a project is done. In contrast, the other employee feels empty in the beginning of 

the success, but the satisfaction and the good feeling follows after some time has passed. Perhaps 

the most exciting answer we got from one of the CEO’s who described his reaction as an “intense 

feeling”, since their game succeeded very well.  

“It starts with a feeling of emptiness and an end up in a sort of, like just being satisfied that 

about the work itself.” 

4.3.3 Motivation 

For employees in both companies their passion is to do coding and find solutions. It is their 

motivator and something they truly enjoy doing. For one of the game developers, he is also devoted 
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to the company and values responsibility. He mentioned how he is all in for making the company 

as great as it can be.  

From the perspective of the CEO’s, the motivation source can be financial and sometimes creating 

and developing their own projects. Furthermore, it is more motivating for one of the companies to 

work on their own projects instead of projects that they have been working on as a subcontractor. 

With their own projects, they have overall control about the project whereas as a subcontractor, 

they have very limited control.  

“Sometimes it's just that they want to see this game made real and sometimes it’s financial 

motivation, if we get paid for it, for example. And that's it.”   

4.4 Management of Project Failure 

We understood normalization was not necessarily a known concept to both companies and the 

participants of our interview. Thus, we observed their answers and looked for patterns of actions 

that could represent the act of normalization.  

4.4.1 Action of Normalization 

As mentioned earlier about the fast failing attitude, both companies emphasize this mentality in 

terms of project failure. Some of the answers we got from three different interview respondents 

which reflect this attitude include, being able to fail as spectacularly as possible, process of rapid 

failure being the greatest way to success and being able to deem projects as failures as soon as 

possible. When companies put effort into communicating this information to their organizations, 

it is intended to enhance the process of normalizing failure. An employee from one of the 

companies shared an important point. He expressed to us that the worst thing to do with failure is 

to sit with it doing nothing, because that is very depressing. Both companies then suggest moving 

on to the next project as soon as possible, in order to shift the focus to something more productive. 

Moving fast and terminating projects faster, allows organizations to reduce the duration of the 

negative emotions, which follow project failures. 

“So, the process of rapid failure is the greatest way to success pretty much in short.” 

“And so, it's like, just, we just make as many games as we can, just for the sake of hoping 

the gates might bridge.“ 
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4.4.2 Perception on Normalization of Failure 

Two of our respondents have a very similar perception on normalization of failure. The employee 

stressed the importance of not growing to expect failure from each project. He would rather for 

the team to choose expecting success off a project than expecting failure. Although it is important 

to be aware of the possibility of failure, to him there is a difference between a possibility and an 

expectation. One of the CEO’s also agrees by stating:” as long as it is not normalized in the sense 

of people not getting totally demotivated and paining their lives, because their creative ideas gets 

thrown away, sometimes that’s a good thing. But if it leads to over relaxation and a non-caring 

attitude, then it is very problematic”.   

“It can definitely lead a situation where people aren't maybe like, tenacious enough or, 

like, you start to let projects fail possibly. So, you let them fail, even though they might not 

have a big enough reason to fail yet?” 

According to the other employee, a big part of normalization would be discussing the possibility 

of failure in the early phase of project development. Things like how the team would move forward 

from a failure if the project would fail. What would be the next steps? Lastly one of the CEO’s 

holds in high value the ability to recognize which projects to continue and which projects to fail. 

In other words, being able to let go when something is not working is important but so is being 

able to know when not give up yet.  

Overall, both companies are worried about normalization leading the company to too indifferent 

towards an attitude about failure and making their employees indifferent to failure leading to 

employees giving up on projects too early. For them normalization is great when it does not totally 

diminish the motivation of their employees. 

“I think it's, if you had to choose, choose expecting success, because I don't think you can, 

can come back from expecting failure. I think that's depression.” 
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5. Analysis 

This section begins with the brief analysis that will touch upon underlying factors that help us to 

understand how to implement and manage normalization of failure. The three components of this 

section are essential for understanding our main findings that can be seen in deeper analysis of 

components of normalization management. The deeper analysis of the main findings aims to give 

the reader clear understanding how the empirical findings are linked to the frame of reference and 

it answers our research question. 

5.1 Brief Analysis of Our Findings  

5.1.1 Gaming Industry Overview  

 Gaming is categorized as part of creative industry where technology cycles are getting shorter 

leading to rapid growth but also increasing competition. The uncertainty associated with the 

industry due its reliance on innovation are one of the defining characteristics of the industry 

(Bowers & Khorakian, 2014). The participants of our study have shown a similar perception about 

the nature of the industry, and how the role of innovation contributes to that uncertainty. Because 

innovative work requires creativity, importance of cultivating creativity for the firms in the gaming 

industry was expressed which explains why gaming firms strive to create a climate that does not 

have excessive risk management as that may hamper the creativity of employees (Bowers & 

Khorakian, 2014).  

5.1.2 Outlook on Failure 

From our empirical findings we could say that both companies that we interviewed were failure positive, 

given that the failing projects or products still was somewhat controlled and not arbitrary. There is 

evidence based on the empirical findings that gaming companies encourage failure in ways that 

motivates employees to try new things and generate unconventional ideas. There appears to be a 

commonality that failure is tolerated and indeed encouraged in different ways reflecting on positive 

outlook that the companies have on failure. Some of the ways that failure is promoted is by having 

slogans that support failure and instilling a general understanding that failing is not necessarily 
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bad and could contribute to the success of future projects. This goes hand with the literature in the 

frame of reference discussed about the need to having certain tolerance for failure   

 

5.1.3 Normalizing Failure and its Challenges 

Normalizing failure was talked about in different ways by our participants and mostly in the 

context of making it known to employees that failure is accepted and encouraged. Moreover, it 

was discussed in the context of promoting rapid failure and in encouraging people in the 

organization to talk about the failure in general. Our findings show an awareness regards to 

downsides that come with normalization of failure. As one of our participants said, they do not 

want to see failure as first option or the preferred option. In essence, normalization should not be 

misunderstood as wanting to fail but rather reaping the benefit of failure after it had happened. 

That is a sentiment mentioned in the literature, as with normalization approach to failure, there is 

always the concern that individuals in the organizations may be become desensitized to failure to 

the point that it reduces the commitment to subsequent project (Shepherd,Covin & Kuratko, 2009).  

5.2 In-depth Analysis of Components of Failure Normalization  

We identified three core components of failure normalization: failure tolerance, awareness of 

normalization, and failing fast. These components essentially explain how management of gaming 

companies implement failure normalization through various methods and actions. All the 

components are highly linked with each other, but to give more clear understanding for the reader, 

we have divided them and added sub-headings. 

5.2.1 Tolerance for Failure  

The level of tolerance that organizations have for failure can be reflected by among other things, 

their willingness to permit and encourage failure (Tahirsylaj, 2012). Tolerating failure is indicative 

of organization's overall attitude towards failure and the extent to which the notion of failure is 

seen normal within the organization. In linking failure tolerance to normalization approach to 

failure, Shepherd Covin & Kuratko, (2009) discuss how organization’s outlook on failure can be 

a major determinant of ease and success to which a failure normalization can be adopted in an 

organization. With respect to the empirical findings, tolerance for failure is evident and it is 

reflected in the way termination of projects is encouraged and even embraced. Embracing failure 
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may not be very surprising as the role of failure in contributing to enhanced learnings and more 

innovation has been quite extensively discussed in the literature. Kolko (2015) argues that 

toleration for failure is a dimension of innovative work as an innovative work involves trying new 

things that may or may not work out. In essence, it is rare to get things right the first time, but 

knowledge gained from trying first time could be a valuable contribution to the success of a 

subsequent project (Bowers & Khorakian, 2014). How learning from the failure of previous 

projects can help successive projects is evident in our empirical findings.  

Another reason why failure is encouraged is that it is often easier to pinpoint why failure has 

occurred than to explain success (Kvalnes, 2017). In that sense, it can be argued failure offers 

strong tool for analysis and mechanism to resolve what went wrong. Hence, if failures are to be 

seen as tool for correction and learning, this implies the more it is experienced, the more learning 

will be leveraged. It is such outlook on failure that explains why companies involved in innovative 

activities are tempted to tolerate failure relatively more because in a competitive context, having 

experienced failure often could put the organization in a position to figure out which ideas work 

and how they work quickly (Kvalnes, 2017). In other words, having armed with experience and 

knowledge from past failures will shorten the period from trial and error to success. 

The extent to which it is normal for employees in an organization to talk about failure or speak up 

when they sense that something is wrong can also be indicative of how failure tolerant that 

organization is (Kvalnes, 2017). Similar sentiment encouraging talk about failure was found in our 

findings, but our respondents emphasized while they tolerate and even encourage talk about 

failure, they try to make sure that failure is not seen as the first or the easy option without closing 

of the possibility of failure. The implication is that people should be encouraged to succeed while 

also eliminating the fear of failure as that could discourage generation of new and unconventional 

ideas that form basis for innovative projects (Bowers & Khorakian, 2014). According to Farson 

&Keyes (2002), a failure tolerant leader or manager distinguishes between excusable and 

inexcusable failures and makes it known to his/her employees. An inexcusable failure is to be seen 

as unwelcome occurrences in that they result from deliberate deviations and careless effort whilst 

excusable failures are to be welcome since even though it did not succeed, deliberate and well-

thought effort was put. The rationale behind encouraging excusable failures is that it allows 

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-63318-3_2
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managers to create a non-punitive environment for employees to experiment and explore (Farson 

& Keyes, 2002). 

5.2.1.1 Role of Emotions  

The concept of failure evokes emotions and the participants of our study quite frequently brought 

up the role it plays. Making failure to seem normal can be partly about regulating emotions that it 

evokes. If failure is seen as something that is not necessarily bad or something to be feared of, then 

the negative emotions that it triggers may be reduced. Negative emotions interfere with the 

learnings in ways that may hinder it and discourage employees to take risks even those that may 

seem necessary (Ashforth & Kreiner, 2002).  Moreover, there appears to be recognition in our 

findings that project termination triggers mixed emotions from the employees. One on hand, 

terminating a project that employees invested on will likely be disappointing and may hence affect 

their morale. As Royer I. (2003) argues, cancelling project will be a hit to employees as some have 

built connections with project and may feel a sense of loss. That could be a reason why some 

organizations strive to make their employees experience with failure frequently so that each time 

they experience failure, there is lesser negative emotions it would trigger (Ashforth & Kreiner, 

2002). On the other hand, project termination may induce positive emotions in some employees 

as they may experience feeling of relief and regained sense of hope. Similarly, empirical findings 

support that letting go of projects that is already perceived to have failed could be perceived as a 

relief may lead to enhanced motivation for future projects. 

5.2.1.2 Motivation Factor  

As mentioned in the literature review, the commitment towards innovation stems from intrinsic 

motivation (Green et al., 2003), that is immediate need satisfaction that comes from enjoyment or 

obligation (Osterloh et al., 2001). We could conclude from our interviews that the employee’s 

motivator is their work and the enjoyment that they are feeling while working. The CEO’s 

mentioned also financial motivation, but for the employees it seemed to be secondary. Since the 

motivation in these companies is mainly intrinsic, they presumably have higher tolerance for 

failure with lower risk for motivation loss. This could be seen as a factor through all the sections 

of the interviews, from failure tolerance to awareness of normalization and failing fast. 

When a project fails, our data finds mixed reactions from employees. There is initial disappoint 

followed by sense of relief. The disappointment is a negative emotion that can be eliminated by 
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normalizing failure in the form of habituation process where employees are exposed to failure after 

failure so that motivation loss will be avoided. On the other hand, feeling of relief after a project 

failure could lead to motivation boost for employees according to our findings. In essence, 

failure could motivate organizational members to learn more, and forces to recognize their 

weaknesses (Matson, 1991, p. 3). Sustaining the motivation of employees is key to ensuring there 

is commitment for succeeding projects.  

5.2.2 Awareness of Normalization 

Awareness of normalization refers in this context to the awareness of the possible downsides and 

shortcomings as well as the positive aspects of normalization. Normalizing failure has its own 

challenges, for example, the neutrality of emotions can demotivate an individual when it comes to 

the learning process (Ellis et al., 1971). By eliminating or reducing these emotions, it can also lead 

to a weaker project commitment, creation and development within the organization (Shepherd et 

al., 2009). 

When we asked about interviewees’ opinions of normalization, including both possible downsides 

as well as the possible positive aspects, all the participants mentioned the threat of people 

becoming indifferent towards failure. This was congruent with the existing literature that we 

gathered in the literature review.  From the interview answers we could gather how all interviewees 

were aware of the importance of managing the normalization, so the possible motivation hazards 

such as failing products too easily, could be avoided. The benefit of normalization can be seen in 

that there would be more talk about the possibility of project failure, and it could reduce the initial 

shock and grief that the committed employees might feel when the project fails. This would enable 

them to move to the other projects more quickly.  

5.2.2.1 Unintentional Normalization 

Farson and Keyes (2002) stated that a culture of “failure-tolerance” could be used to create an 

organizational environment where project failure is normalized. From the interviews, we gathered 

that both companies already using some normalization methods, but unintentionally. For example, 

both companies have their employees to gather and decide if the project should be failed. 

Afterwards, the companies would immediately “move on” to the other projects. Beside this, one 

of the companies were actively talking about the possibility of failure, whenever they needed to 

hire some extra hands for projects and the other company stated that they had adapted “kill your 
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darlings”-attitude towards their products and projects to emphasize the importance of letting go of 

products and projects before using too much resources. Our findings indicate that all participants 

have also talked about the failure within their companies, mostly after failure has occurred, but the 

answers varied a lot how important regarding the interviewees saw talking about the failure with 

their colleagues. Some held it very important and some thought it was an annoying task, which did 

not serve them any purpose. 

5.2.3 Failing Fast 

Failing fast is one of the ways that failure is normalized in gaming companies. In examining the 

attitude that gaming companies have on project failure, the concept of failing fast seemed to a 

prevailing attitude according to our empirical findings. Embracing to fail fast implies having an 

outlook characterized by tolerance for failure and our findings largely confirm that. By failing fast 

and terminating projects early, resources can be diverted to alternative projects and economic 

losses can be minimized while at the same time keeping the possibility of failure on the table.  

5.2.3.1 Opens up resources  

Failing fast is becoming more prominently talked about and promoted in firms, which rely heavily 

on innovation and creativity (Tahirsylaj, 2012). A reason why this attitude is encouraged can be 

explained by the belief that creativity flourishes if organizations have an attitude that encourages 

risks and tolerates occasional failure (Kelley & Littman, 2001). Moreover, failing fast is promoted 

to avoid wasting valuable time and resources in continuing a project that is deemed to be a failure, 

a rationale that our findings support (Kvalnes, 2017). This hesitation not to terminate a failed 

project may be a result of failure avoidance attitude in the form of stigma surrounding failure as 

well as sunk-cost fallacy tendency (Kvalnes, 2017). According to Mcgrath (1999) because of this 

failure avoidance, resources that would have been put in new, more promising projects would still 

be diverted to projects that may otherwise be cancelled. Hence, having fail fast attitude does not 

only reflect on organization’s outlook on failure but it can be a means to pave the way for resources 

and time to be used for alternative projects.  

5.2.3.2 Loss minimization  

Fail fast attitude may also be employed in order to detect failures early so that minimal loss in 

terms of investment and resources will be incurred which is a justification supported by the 
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empirical findings. The most frequently cited reason in our finding regarding why companies 

preferred failing quickly was to minimize the economic loss invested in a project. Similarly, when 

asked what they would have done differently with the projects that our respondents terminated or 

shelved, the predominant answer was to spot the failure earlier. Early detection of failure in 

innovation process is instrumental because if a project in early stages and it already appears that it 

will not fulfill its objectives for whatever reason, then discussing about it and subsequently 

deciding its fate quickly will involve minimal investment (Bowers & Khorakian, 2014). In other 

words, it can be considered to a cheap failure. In contrast, when failure is spotted in later stages to 

the point that it is mainly aimed to avoid the implementation of inappropriate products, then it will 

likely be more expensive (Bowers & Khorakian, 2014). Hence, having the approach of failing fast 

can be argued to encourage projects to be terminated early on, leading to minimal economic loss.  

5.2.3.3 Plan for failure 

In failing fast, organizations essentially need to plan for the possibility of failure. Murray (2006) 

concluded that the decision to fail a project at any stage of its development brings a strong negative 

reaction and resistance from the project team as well as other business units that may be affected. 

From our findings, we could see that this was not always true within the gaming companies. Like 

mentioned above, the failure tolerance of these firms is high, and most of the times that when they 

decided to terminate or fail project/product, instead of grief they were glad that it opened their 

resources. Farson and Keyes (2002) described that failure-tolerant leaders take the focus away 

from the evaluation process of a project and shift it to analyzing it instead. This all goes together 

with our final finding, how all the firms planned for the failure.  Both companies stated that they 

liked to “fail as fast as possible” and that “best way to get over project failure is to move on”. To 

be able to do this both companies had other projects waiting on the line/pipe line and every time 

they failed a product or project, they had either already had clear vision what to do next or they 

decided that in the same meeting with termination. To enable the use of this “pipe line” and failing 

fast attitude, rather than criticizing, the failure of products and projects were analyzed, and, in 

some cases, the best parts were stored for the later use.  

One of the employees that we interviewed addressed how the development process should include 

the talk about the possibility of the project failing and what happens if it fails. This follows the 

phenomenon of moving forward to the other projects as fast as possible after the project failure, 
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with the clear action plan, the grieving time could be easily reduced and the whole organization 

would have clear idea where it is going. Even that the employees should not expect failure, they 

would have clear action plan in case this happens. This plan for failure would be very efficient 

way to implement normalization, especially if it is implemented together with managements that 

challenges the reasons for failing the products/projects, making the employees justify their 

decision to fail the them.  

5.3 Implications of Implementing Normalization 

Ashfort & Kreiner (2002) defined that” normalization refers to the institutionalized processes by 

which extra-ordinary is rendered more ordinary”, meaning that failure experiences will be treated 

in a way that they will not be given any special attention. Accepting the possibility of failure as an 

everyday reality is one of the defining characteristics of the innovation project (Bowers & 

Khorakian, 2014). 

From our research, we could identify that the failure management and its normalization differ 

when talking about normalization in small gaming companies. Normalization has been linked with 

indifference between project success and failure. As the project success depend on the commitment 

of the project team (Amabile, 2000, Song and Parry, 1997), this has been a big downside of 

normalization. However, as the gaming industry is seen as sub-sector of creative industry, which 

was supported by our findings in this research, as all the participants saw creativity an important 

part of the industry, the indifference and motivation loss is not as evident in the gaming sector. 

Green, Welsh & Dehler (2003) said that commitment towards innovation usually stems from their 

intrinsic motivation, meaning the project is interesting and pleasant for the project team.  We could 

identify that all the members were highly motivated towards their work and especially the 

employees were motivated as they both stated that they enjoyed coding and solving problems. 

They stated that as long they could still learn from the projects and be happy with the quality of 

their work, they could see value in project failure and stay motivated. Both employees also said 

that they could often salvage something of previous projects that could be used in future projects.  

From our findings, we can conclude that managing of the downsides of normalization could be 

easier within gaming companies, where the failure is seen part of the industry, failing fast has 

become (more or less) the industry norm and most of the employees sees their work as a continuum 

of their hobby. In many other projects, abandoning the venture is a theoretical but remote option 
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whereas in the innovation project it is integral to good management (Bowers & Khorakian, 2014). 

This means that the leaders of gaming industry should be failure-tolerant, and that they should 

focus on analyzing the project instead of evaluating it (Farson and Keyes, 2002). They should also 

try to keep the organization structure of the project groups/organization flat to include everyone in 

decision making of the project terminations as well as when decided of the new projects. An 

organizational structure that is flat and that involves employees in some of the decision-making 

concerning terminating or shelving projects could be a way to shift focus on analyzing the project 

rather than evaluating it.  
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6. Conclusion 

This chapter presents the conclusion from our empirical findings and analysis. The possible ways in which 

management could use normalization in project failures are highlighted. 

Our research examined they ways that gaming firms treat project failure, and the ways they 

normalize failure within their companies. The purpose of examining how project failure is treated 

was to identify the ways in which management of gaming firms normalize failure within their 

companies. Based on our empirical findings, there is evidence that managers employ various 

methods and actions that lead to normalization of failure. Moreover, our findings indicate that 

some of the actions and procedure taken to normalize failure are deliberate and can be considered 

deliberate strategy whilst others are more unintentional and natural.  

Unintentional normalization of failure can be deduced from the tolerant outlook that companies 

have on failure as well as the perception of failure shown by both employees and managers. Their 

understanding of how failure is an inherent possibility in any innovative work and the positive 

impact it can have on subsequent projects indicates perception where failure is seen normal. While 

the unintentional normalization is largely based on the respondent’s perception of failure and the 

tolerance shown for failure, the deliberate normalizations is based on actions and practices of 

managers and employees. In other words, deliberate strategy refers to the actions and rituals that 

are aimed to implementing normalization of failure so that it becomes an approach.  

In general, normalization approach towards failure involves management communication, policies 

and practices that express that failed projects are not uncommon. They are ordinary and to be 

predicted. Accordingly, our findings pinpoint to several ways in which the normalization approach 

could manifest in gaming firms. These include:  

• Slogans that encourage failure is an example of rituals that companies use in order to instill 

a mindset that does not fear failure and reduces stigma that is often associated with failure. 

Slogans are easy to remember and can act as a reminder and in that sense, they could be an 

effective way to normalize failure.   
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• Management may normalize failure by providing an organizational environment where 

employees are encouraged to speak up when they sense something might be wrong with a 

project. Organizational members would be more likely to voice their honest assessment 

when there are no punitive measures associated with talk about possibility of failure. 

• Incorporating the possibility of failure in the planning of a project can be a way to 

normalize failure. By making it part of the plan, the risk of failure could be more calculated, 

and it also encourages people to continually assess if the project is meeting its expectations 

so that those projects that are yet to be implemented but are not meeting their expectations 

can be put on hold or terminated.  

• Fast failure is intended to normalize failure when there is a common consensus or 

realization that a project needs to be terminated because its implementation would not meet 

the expected objectives, then the approach of terminating it is encouraged. In that way, it 

would spare resources and time and hence the failure would be considered less expensive. 

By the same token, learnings and experiences of what worked and what did not work can 

still be leveraged. Failing fast approach towards will be more effectively promoted in a 

workplace where the managers are relatively more tolerant towards failure and employees 

involved in the project are included in the decision-making process.  

• Moving on relatively quickly from the project that are deemed to have failed to other 

projects can be indicative of normalization approach. The ease to which employees move 

on from failures appears to be enhanced by organizational environment that tolerates 

failures aiming to reduce the negative emotions that result from it and the grieving process. 

With project failure no longer creating as much negative emotions, employees are more 

likely to transition to other projects quickly.  
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7. Discussion 

This chapter begins with contributions and implications. This is followed by limitations of this study and 

discussion about possible further research opportunities on normalization. 

7.1 Contributions and Implications 

This study contributes to field of project failure management in the context of small and medium 

innovative firms. The concept of failure normalization as a managerial approach towards project 

failure is explored. Based on our findings, failure is seen as part of experimentation in innovation 

process and is largely tolerated. The implications are managers for innovative firms should strive 

to make failure normal and instill a mindset that does not see failure as necessarily bad to their 

employees. In that way, they will reap the benefit of failure in terms of knowledge and experience 

to correct what did not work but also give their employees the freedom to try and explore things 

because that is needed for innovative work to be accomplished. In addition, a workplace climate 

that does not tolerate failure will likely result in less willingness from the part of employees in 

experimenting and daring to take well-though actions that still have risks. Not taking such risks 

could hamper creativity because fear associated with failure will put employees in position where 

they are less motivated to take any risks.   

However, there is a limit to how much organizations can afford to fail as organizations have limited 

resources. There is distinction to be made between wanting failure and tolerating it. Wanting 

failure implies it is the first option and a result of half-hearted effort put in a project whereas 

tolerating failure and making it known to employees can be seen as a remedy and a way of keeping 

employees motivated. It reflects the realization of inherent risks and uncertain outcomes that come 

with works related with innovation. Making that distinction is crucial because organizations do 

not want to be in a position where employees are indifferent to whether a project they were 

involved failed. In other words, in normalizing failure, there is a risk that people in the organization 

become desensitized to failure. Therefore, there is a fine line to be drawn but in general, as our 

findings suggest, given the uncertainty that comes with innovation, organizations should strive to 

create tolerance for failure and mistakes.  
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7.2 Limitations  

The sample of this research is limited only to the small gaming companies, one from Sweden and 

one from Finland. This means that the bigger companies and companies outside of these two 

countries were excluded, which has limited the perspectives of this research. The management 

style, organizational structure and company culture might have varied too much to give us 

comparable results. These aspects could be used in a future research. 

Another limitation of this research was limited number of participants, as we managed interview 

only two firms and four people in total. A larger sample would have added depth and richness to 

our research findings. However, we included both manager and employee perspectives in detail 

and analyzed them so they could be compared with each other as well as in existing literature. As 

a result, this thesis is very concentrated and congruent.  

7.3 Future research 

Normalization stance towards failure in an innovative industry is not extensively covered within 

literature, especially in case studies. For a future research, we would recommend studying 

normalization approach with larger sample, larger companies, and companies from many different 

countries. We have identified that the company's size could be a factor regarding the ease to which 

normalization approach towards failure can be implemented. The company culture and 

organizational structure can differ from country to country, affecting management and therefore 

affect the applicability of normalization approach. Failure tolerance in an innovative industry could 

be also studied more, especially between the countries as well as failing fast as a strategy or how 

it has affected the gaming industry. Another interesting phenomenon for future studies could be 

studying the implications of including plan for failure in a project action plan. These researches 

could be valuable for people working or managing innovative industries, or would like to enter in 

to the gaming industry.  
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9. Appendix  

9.1 Interview Questions 

General Questions 

• Could you please briefly tell us about yourself and the company? 

• For how long have you been working in the company? What is your current role in your 

company? 

• Could you tell us more about your experience working there?  

• Have you been involved in projects related to gaming before? 

Innovation in Gaming Industry 

• How do you see innovation in gaming industry? 

• How important is creativity to you? 

• When do you find being innovative to be the hardest? How about creativity? Do you think 

it the same for all project members?  

• Can you describe the characteristics of gaming industry?  

• Do you think project failure affects innovation? 

• What do you think about failure in gaming industry in general? 

• How does management support creativity and (or) innovation? Does that differ between 

projects? 

Attributions to failure 

• In how many projects have you been involved in this company? 

• What are some of the challenges of these projects and what motivates you to change them? 

• How many of these projects resulted published/launched game? Can projects be successful 

even if it does not result in published games?  

• How do you feel when project is successfully completed? How about when it is failed? 

Moreover, how do the project teams react usually? 

• At which stage was/were the project(s) terminated?  

• Can you give us some reasons why this project(s) was/were terminated/unsuccessful? 

• Who decides if the project will be terminated? 
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• The last time you were a part of a project that was terminated, what was your reaction or 

how did you feel?  

• How passionate were you for the project(s) to succeed?  

• Are you more passionate of some projects over the others? 

Approach to project failure  

• Do you see the treatment of project failure as a process?  

• What is management’s attitude towards failure? 

o How about your co-workers?  

• What does the new workers know of the nature of the gaming industry (regarding failure)? 

• How do you talk about project failures in general (with your co-workers)?  

• What is the value of project failures in your opinion or is there value? 

• What happens when the project fails? 

• Do you see failure of projects normal in your company and is it treated as such? 

• Do you actively try to create an environment where project failures are seen normal? 

• Can you think of possible benefits of normalizing failure within your company? 

o How about drawbacks, downside? 

9.2 Interview analysis: Coding  
 Empirical Findings Previous Literature  

Gaming Industry 

& Innovation 

Rapid growth in innovation and 

technology. High uncertainty. 

Stagnant/saturated.  

Relatively new, inherently turbulent 

(tech.cycles are getting shorter and shorter), 

failure is high and common.games industry is 

turbulent. Technology cycles are getting 

shorter, investment in new products is risky, 

the pressure to go to market fast immense, 

and business models outdate 

quickly (Christopherson, 

2004; Cadin and Gue´rin, 2006). 

Attitude Towards 

Project Failure 

Seen rather normal/natural. 

Learning experience.  

a fear of failure would be detrimental to 

innovation; indeed accepting the possibility 

of failure as an everyday reality is one of the 

defining characteristics of the innovation 

project. Any model of the innovation process 

needs to incorporate failure as a likely 

outcome. 
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Whether the innovation is successful or not, 

the experience should provide an opportunity 

to learn, with the company expanding its 

knowledge base to support future innovation 

(Tidd et al., 2005) 

Fail Fast Attitude Preferred. Opens up intellectual 

and economic resources. 

Minimized loss; time; economic; 

emotional (grief). Related to 

normalization. 

by being exposed to a series of failures of 

increasing magnitude the mismatch between 

expected and actual failure is small and, 

therefore, the “new” project failure 

generates less negative emotions than would 

otherwise be the case without this prior 

exposure. 

Emotions 

 

Related to fast failing, 

commitment, personal 

investment. 

Organizations that provide failure 

experiences may normalize failure – render 

failure less salient and arousing, that is, more 

ordinary – such that there is less emotional 

interference with learning from the failure 

experience. 

After Project 

Failure 

Relief, mixed feelings, mainly 

positive in our findings, but 

sometimes negative.  

In addition, based on the empirical data it 

was observed that the most common 

positive emotion which could affect 

corporate entrepreneurs´ decision-making 

was “self-confi-dence” and this emotion 

was experienced due to the fact that learning 

from project failure has occurred. In turn, 

the findings also showed that learning from 

failure could be facili-tated by another 

positive emotion, which was felt by 

corporate entrepreneurs due to project 

failure, namely relief. 

Motivation Sometimes financial, but mostly 

related the interviewees’ 

personal preferences/passion for 

the gaming/coding etc.  

Osterloh, M., Frey, B.S., & Frost, J. (2001) said 

that there are two kinds of motivation that 

are interdepended; extrinsic motivation and 

intrinsic motivation. 

Often, project success depends on the 

commitment of the project team from the 

manager to the project leader and the rest of 

the team (Amabile, 2000, Song and Parry, 

1997). The commitment towards this 

innovation usually stems from their intrinsic 

motivation (Green et al., 2003), meaning that 

the project is interesting and pleasant for the 

project team.  
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Management of 

Project Failure 

(normalization)  

Unintentional (regarding 

normalization), questioning of 

the project terminations, but not 

against them.  Final call in 

termination decisions. 

Ashfort & Kreiner (2002) suggest 

management could achieve maximize 

learnings from project failures by using 

normalization. By their 

definition:” normalization refers to the 

institutionalized processes by which extra-

ordinary is rendered more ordinary”, 

meaning that failure experiences will be 

treated in a way that they will not be given 

any special attention. The objective of 

normalization is to reduce the emotional 

interference with learning that is caused by 

failures and thus possibly maximize the 

learnings from each failure experience.  

Action of 

Normalization 

 

Failing fast, moving on, talking 

about failure, plan for failure. 

Farson and Keyes (2002) elaborate on the 

matter by describing that failure-tolerant 

leaders take the focus away from the 

evaluation process of a project and shift it to 

analyzing it instead. Farson and Keyes (2002) 

further support this view by stating that a 

culture of “failure-tolerance” can be used to 

create an organizational culture where project 

failure is normalized.  
 

Perception of 

Normalization 

Awareness of the downside, 

importance of manage the 

normalization, so the positive 

aspects overrule possible 

shortcomings. Creates 

environment that supports 

innovation 

while theoretically these concepts have been 

studied and proved, there has been less focus 

on real-life case studies such as how 

organizations in a given industry work with 

project failure and whether or not they are 

aware of these concepts like normalization 

and failure-tolerance. This is the case, 

especially from a multiple perspective point 

of view from within an organization 

(employees, project leaders, management 

etc.), that may experience project failures 

consistently. 
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