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Abstract

Purpose: Despite abundant scholarly attention to the drivers of export success, the phenomenon of
export failure, particularly the experiential, informal, and tacit lessons that emerge from it, remains
under-researched, especially in non-Western and high-risk contexts. This study addresses this gap by
exploring how industrial firms in Iran, operating under volatile macroeconomic and geopolitical
conditions, interpret, process, and learn from their export failures. The central aim is not merely to
identify causes of failure but to uncover the hidden, implicit knowledge that arises from such experiences
and to understand how this knowledge is—often inadequately—transmitted within organizations. By
doing so, the research reframes failure not as a negative endpoint but as a critical, albeit underutilized,
source of organizational learning and strategic resilience.

Design/Methodology/Approach: The study adopts a qualitative, interpretive research design grounded
in social constructivism, recognizing that organizational reality, especially around sensitive topics like
failure, is co-constructed through lived experiences, narratives, and social interactions. Data were
collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 18 export managers and specialists from
Iranian industrial firms active in sectors such as chemicals, industrial machinery, electromechanical
equipment, and raw materials. Participants were selected via snowball sampling to ensure access to
individuals with direct, reflective experience of export setbacks, including canceled orders, non-
payment, customs delays, and contract terminations. The sample included senior executives, export unit
managers, and international sales engineers, with an average of 12.4 years of export experience, ensuring
rich, contextually grounded insights. Data analysis followed a hybrid thematic approach (Braun &
Clarke, 2022), combining inductive and deductive coding to allow both the emergence of novel patterns
and engagement with established theoretical concepts (e.g., tacit knowledge, organizational learning).
The analytical process involved iterative reading, initial open coding, grouping codes into sub-themes,
and developing eight overarching themes. Rigor was ensured through member checking (sharing
summaries with participants for validation), audit trails (documenting all analytical decisions), peer
debriefing with international business scholars, and data triangulation where internal documents were
available.

Findings: The thematic analysis revealed eight interconnected dimensions shaping how export failure
is experienced and learned from: Culture of Silence Toward Failure: Organizations often suppress
discussion of failure due to fear of blame, reputational damage, or managerial disapproval. Failure is
treated as a personal shortcoming rather than a collective learning opportunity. Oral Transmission of
Knowledge: Lessons are rarely documented but instead shared informally through anecdotes, hallway
conversations, or mentorship (“Always talk to Mr. Reza before signing with Arab clients”). Failure as
an Experimental Phase: Some firms pragmatically accept early export attempts as necessary “learning
investments,” viewing initial losses as the cost of market entry—akin to clinical trials in R&D. Informal
Networks: Local intermediaries, former clients, and diaspora contacts serve as vital, albeit unofficial,
sources of market intelligence, offering warnings and contextual insights absent in formal reports. Lack
of Lesson Documentation: There is a systemic absence of mechanisms to codify or archive failure-
related insights, leading to repeated errors when personnel change (“Two years later, another team made
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the same mistake”). Neglect of Non-Technical Dimensions: Overemphasis on product quality blinds
firms to critical non-technical requirements such as ESG standards, corporate social responsibility, or
environmental packaging regulations, resulting in rejected shipments despite technical compliance.
Weakness in Contractual and Legal Competencies: Misunderstandings of international trade terms (e.g.,
Incoterms), inadequate legal review, and vague contract language frequently lead to financial losses—
highlighting a significant knowledge gap in legal literacy. External Environmental Factors:
Uncontrollable macro-level forces—sanctions, sudden policy shifts, or banking restrictions—often
trigger failure despite flawless internal execution, underscoring the limits of firm-level control in
turbulent environments.

Discussion and Conclusion: These findings collectively demonstrate that export failure is not merely an
operational misstep but a complex socio-organizational phenomenon embedded in culture, cognition, and
institutional context. The study challenges the dominant success-oriented paradigm in international business
literature by illuminating how failure, when acknowledged and processed, can fuel adaptive learning. It
extends organizational learning theory (Argyris & Schon, 1978) by showing that most firms remain trapped
in single-loop learning (e.g., “avoid that market™) rather than achieving double-loop reflection (e.g., “why
was our market selection logic flawed?”). Critically, the research reveals a paradox: while valuable tacit
knowledge is generated through failure, it remains fragile and ephemeral due to the lack of psychological
safety and formal knowledge management systems. This aligns with Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) theory
of knowledge conversion but highlights a failure in the socialization-to-externalization process. In high-risk
environments like Iran, where trial-and-error is often unavoidable, this knowledge loss represents a
significant strategic vulnerability. The study also contributes to the internationalization literature by
emphasizing the vital role of informal networks and intermediaries as repositories of “hidden market
intelligence”™—a reality especially pertinent in institutionally void or opaque markets. Moreover, it
underscores the growing importance of non-technical competencies (e.g., legal literacy, ESG awareness) as
determinants of export success, moving beyond traditional product-centric views. Firms must cultivate
psychologically safe environments where failure can be openly discussed. They should institutionalize
“failure post-mortems,” develop knowledge repositories for tacit insights, and integrate training on legal,
cultural, and sustainability dimensions into export readiness programs. Policymakers and export promotion
agencies should support peer-learning platforms that normalize failure as part of the internationalization
journey. In conclusion, this study positions export failure not as a stigma but as a strategic asset if
organizations are willing to listen, document, and learn from the unspoken. Future research could compare
firms with formal learning systems versus those without, or develop standardized frameworks for
“constructive failure documentation” in industrial contexts.
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