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The Interplay of Design and Marketing: 
A General Model

INGELA LINDAHL* AND FREDRIK NORDIN†

ABSTRACT 

Although many authors emphasise the differences and potential confl icts between prod-
uct design and marketing, there appears to be a disagreement in how to handle such 

differences and confl icts within organisations. This paper presents a novel and general 
model that focuses on how different practices relating to design (self-oriented or commer-
cially oriented) and marketing (product-oriented or market-oriented/customer-led) may 
be combined, and discusses the coordination of marketing and design when combining 
these practices. By introducing such a general model, this paper contributes with a new 
perspective on tensions and synergies that exist between design and marketing.

Key Words: design; marketing; practice; coordination; confl icts

INTRODUCTION
In recent decades, product design, i.e. the form and function of a tangible good, service 
or both (see Luchs and Swan, forthcoming), has been widely acknowledged as a possible 
area of competitive advantage for companies (e.g. Srivastava et al., 1999; Yamamoto and 
Lambert, 1994). Several studies have proven a connection between investments in design 
and fi nancial performance (e.g. Hertenstein et al., 2005; Lorenz, 1994). The advancement of 
design as a strategic resource in an organisation may lead to new concerns and challenges 
for its managers, not only regarding the most suitable design for a particular product, but 
also the interface between design and other functions within the organisation. While early 
models tend to portray fi rms as consisting of a set of separate departments that conduct 
isolated activities from each other, more recent depictions reject this notion (Tuominen 
et al., 2000). Nowadays, companies are generally seen as relatively complex entities with 
numerous connections between functions and departments (Hillebrand and Biemans, 
2003; Kahn, 1996). 

* Linköping University, Sweden
† Stockholm University, Sweden
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2  The Interplay of Design and Marketing: A General Model

In this paper, the practical and theoretical issue of interest is the interplay between 
the processes of designing and marketing products. This reciprocal action and reaction 
may entail considerable tension and confl ict due to the different natures of these activities, 
where marketing is generally seen as more rational and scientifi c, and design more creative 
and intuitive (Beverland, 2005). When addressing this potential confl ict within companies, 
many marketing scholars (e.g. Kotler and Rath, 1984; Bruce and Daly, 2007) suggest close 
coordination between marketing and design so that the products’ design is adjusted to 
meet the demands of customers. In other words, these scholars argue that products and 
their design process should be driven by the needs and demands of the market to increase 
the likelihood of market success. Other researchers (Digerfeldt-Månsson, 2009; Fillis, 2006) 
question if it is preferable or even possible to rationally control the creative potential of 
design and other artistic activities. These researchers are more concerned with the design 
process and its fundamental nature; in particular, the process of designing products that 
distinguish themselves through their aesthetic qualities, creating so-called ‘sensory expe-
riences’ (Schmitt, 1999: 61) for customers. Beverland (2005), for instance, argues that the 
creative process of product design should not be led primarily by the outspoken needs of 
the market, but instead be shielded from business imperatives. 

In contrast to previous literature regarding the coordination of design and marketing 
(e.g. Beverland, 2005; Bruce and Daly, 2007; Fitzsimmons et al., 1991; Kotler and Rath, 1984; 
Moll et al., 2007; Svengren Holm and Johansson, 2005), a basic premise of this paper is 
that design and marketing are ambiguous concepts. According to Hirschman (1983), some 
companies view product design as strictly a strategic and commercial activity, whereas 
other companies have a more artistic and creative approach to their operations. Marketing 
itself may also look very different, ranging from being product-oriented to relationship- 
and market-oriented (Grönroos, 1996). Furthermore, the different approaches to product 
design appear to be more or less compatible with different approaches to marketing. A 
key assumption in this paper is that the compatibility between such varying approaches 
depends on how they are coordinated, i.e. how the interrelated processes of design and 
marketing are managed (see Malone and Crowston, 1994). 

The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to improve the understanding of the inter-
play between design and marketing, i.e. how and why different approaches to design 
and marketing work together, by exploring the practices of design and marketing at eight 
design-oriented companies and their coordination. From the study it appears that any 
marketing and design approach may be combined if they are appropriately coordinated. 
Suggestions of what is an appropriate coordination for different combinations of design 
and marketing practices are thus suggested. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Practices of Design
Design is a ubiquitous but elusive phenomenon that is relevant to all products. The concept 
of design is often seen as inherently related to form and aesthetics (e.g. Bloch, 1995; Kaul 
and Rao, 1995). To others, design is mainly related to engineering activities and product 
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function (e.g. Kohli and Krishnamurti, 1987). Simon (1996) defi nes design in a very broad 
sense, as related to creativity at large and a change of state. Moreover, design has been 
described as the ‘innovation of meanings’, relating design to the different reasons why 
people use a product (Verganti, 2009: 21). A more narrow defi nition adopted in this paper 
is that design embraces the function and form of a tangible good, service or both (see 
Luchs and Swan, forthcoming). However, the relative importance of form and function 
may differ based on the context. Some products can have an aesthetic function as their 
primary purpose (i.e. their consumption is mainly experiential or involves a consideration 
of ‘beauty’), whereas other products are essentially utilitarian with aesthetics considered as 
a secondary purpose (Charters, 2006). Products may be placed on a continuum that high-
lights the relative importance of aesthetics to the product. According to Charters (2006), 
a private label detergent represents a product with a minimal aesthetic dimension, cars 
represent a product with an ‘aesthetic design’, haute cuisine is ‘substantially aesthetic’ and 
chamber music represents an almost entirely aesthetic product.

Independent of the various dimensions and functions of products, the design process 
is generally considered a creative process and the designer is seen as a creator. According 
to Beverland (2005), designers are often described as egocentric, sensitive, intuitive and 
emotional artists with right-brain thinking. There are, however, different kinds of crea-
tors, and a designer is not necessarily an artist. Hirschman (1983) defi nes artists as those 
who create something primarily to express their subjective conceptions of beauty, emotion 
or some other aesthetic ideal. Artists differ ‘from creators of utilitarian products in that 
their creativity is valued for its expressive qualities and not merely its functional utility 
or technical competence’ (Hirschman, 1983: 46). Furthermore, creators can be divided into 
commercial and self-oriented. Self-oriented creators place their own evaluative criteria 
above those of the public at large and their peers. This approach requires aesthetic and 
intellectual conviction and may sometimes lead to products that satisfy the preferences of 
only the designer (Hirschman, 1983). Sometimes, the self-oriented creator has previously 
focused more on the reactions of peers or the public at large (Hirschman, 1983). Once this 
feeling is established, however, he then decides to go his own way and places his personal 
criteria fi rst. It is still possible for the self-oriented creator to be successful with larger audi-
ences, though he creates with his own criteria foremost in mind. In contrast, the highest 
priority of commercial creators is to fulfi l the wants of the public at large and they consider 
the commercial success of their design as their primary objective.

In conclusion, design is a complex and diverse process that must respond to various 
constraints and objectives, where the designer’s own desire for self-expression is only 
one objective. Constraints also include product performance, production objectives and 
marketing programme objectives (Bloch, 1995). 

Practices of Marketing
As is often highlighted in contemporary marketing literature, marketing (per its defi nition) 
is a customer-oriented activity that focuses on creating value for customers. Customer- 
oriented companies fi rst seek to ascertain the needs and want of customers and then 
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4  The Interplay of Design and Marketing: A General Model

effectively and effi ciently produce products and services that satisfy these needs and wants 
(Berthon et al., 2004). This method of operating is also implicit in the marketing concept, 
originally described by authors such as Keith (1960) and Kotler (1972), and subsequently 
adopted and further refi ned by researchers investigating market orientation (e.g. Kohli 
and Jaworski, 1990; Jaworski and Kohli, 1993). However, the concept has not been received 
without criticism. Slater and Narver (1998), for instance, argue that market orientation 
should not merely be concerned with addressing a customer’s explicit needs and wants, 
but also those that are implicit. In contrast to being market-oriented, being customer-led is 
merely about listening to and following customers and their expressed needs and wants 
(Slater and Narver, 1998). Jaworski et al. (2000) also emphasise this distinction and argue 
that there are two types of market orientation: market-driven and market-driving. The 
former refers to a reactive marketing approach that accepts the market as a given, whereas 
the latter is more proactive and includes attempts to change the composition of market 
players. Despite their differences, customer-led and market-oriented companies are both 
(to varying degrees) customer-centred in their marketing activities, and this aspect of 
marketing may appear natural and self-evident to most academics and practitioners today. 

Traditionally, however, the competitive strategies of many industrial companies (as 
well as their focus in marketing) have been more product-centric, focused on producing 
high quality products to sell to customers and infl uencing their customers’ purchasing 
behaviour through various marketing tools (O’Malley and Prothero, 2004; Grönroos, 1991). 
For a long time, product focus also dominated research and writings in the fi eld of business 
marketing (Parasuraman, 1998). A product-centric approach to marketing, sometimes called 
a transactional approach (O’Malley and Prothero, 2004; Nordin, 2009; Coviello et al., 2002), 
does not typically distinguish between different customers, but develops one approach to 
marketing and requires customers to use their non-customised sales processes and chan-
nels (McEachern, 1996). The transactional approach focuses on creating transactions or 
exchanges one at a time and is not concerned with building long-term customer relation-
ships. The goal is to create satisfi ed customers by focusing on product benefi ts. In contrast, 
the general focus of relationship marketing and more recent (though not necessarily more 
accurate or effi cient) perspectives on market orientation is on building relationships with 
customers. The basic goal in relationship marketing is to satisfy customers by focusing on 
creating value for them in close, long-term relationships (Grönroos, 1991; Gummesson, 
1997). 

While transactional marketing has been the prevailing approach for decades (McEachern, 
1996), the relational approach, it is argued, will result in more loyal customers, decreased 
price sensitivity and the creation of opportunities for up-selling and cross-selling (Dwyer 
et al., 1987). Although very customer-centric, the relational approach has also been criti-
cised because it is not particularly useful in mass markets (Tynan, 1997), where a low price 
is considered as the most essential issue for many customers (Agndal et al., 2007). Some 
authors have also argued that market orientation, relationship-oriented marketing and, in 
particular, the customer-led marketing approach may hamper the development of unique 
and innovative products (Christensen, 1997; Tauber, 1974) and, therefore, the performance 
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of organisations. However, the empirical evidence is not unanimous. Numerous studies 
have found a positive correlation between market orientation and organisational perfor-
mance (Fillis, 2006). Lukas and Ferrell (2000), for instance, show that customer-oriented 
businesses launch more new-to-the-world products than those that are less customer- 
oriented. One explanation for this may be that customer-oriented companies are better at 
discovering hidden customer needs than other companies (Lukas and Ferrell, 2000). 

Moreover, it must be emphasised that the nature of some industries – e.g. the arts and 
some high technology industries – makes product orientation a preferable approach, one 
that may overshadow customer orientation. Market research can result in products that 
are safe and bland rather than challenging and creative (see Voss and Voss, 2000). Just as 
there are both merits and disadvantages to ignoring market demand and customer wishes 
(Christensen, 1997), there are perils in emphasising customer orientation to the detriment 
of product orientation. There exists no omnipotent marketing method, but rather a number 
of different alternatives with particular pros and cons, all more or less suitable in different 
contexts. 

The Relation between Marketing and Design
Marketing and design processes are often handled by specialised organisational units 
within organisations and thus differentiated from one another. They are, however, inter-
related and somewhat contingent processes (Hillebrand and Biemans, 2003; Kahn, 1996). 
One organisational challenge is to coordinate the activities of these units so that the organ-
isation can produce, market and deliver products that are popular with customers, yet 
preserve the company’s design identity and creativity. 

The literature has acknowledged important differences between designers and 
marketers and that cooperation between them may be diffi cult. A lack of understanding 
regarding the purpose and value of design could contribute to these diffi culties (Trueman 
and Jobber, 1998). Moreover, the different educational backgrounds, professional identi-
ties, working tools and attitudes towards the product and corporate identity of individual 
designers and marketers sometimes make the integration between design and manage-
ment diffi cult (Svengren Holm and Johansson, 2005). Marketing often relies on a rational, 
scientifi c and profi t-based approach, whereas the designer relies on talent, creative skill 
and intuition (Beverland, 2005). As a result, a designer may sometimes seek a greater level 
of novelty and impact in product design than the marketplace is willing to accept (Bloch, 
1995). However, it has also been acknowledged that confl icts and compromises among the 
different ideals of designers, marketers, production people and engineers may enhance 
the overall outcome of the product design and development process, leading to more 
successful products in the market, i.e. products that sell better. Confl icts may in fact purify 
a design by working out its defects and ultimately improving the product (Bloch, 1995). Or, 
as Kristensen and Grönhaug (2007: 821) state, ‘the intellectual smartness of marketing and 
the artefact smartness of design can be united in a strong way’.

To build on these inherent confl icts between design and marketing, a number of 
researchers have suggested how marketing and design may be coordinated and, in 
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6  The Interplay of Design and Marketing: A General Model

particular, how they can be aligned with the overall business strategy of a company (Bruce 
and Daly, 2007; Kotler and Rath, 1984; Olson et al., 1998; Kristensen and Grönhaug, 2007). 
It has been suggested that the company’s objectives lead to a design strategy that decides 
how design resources should be allocated and coordinated (Olson et al., 1998). The compa-
ny’s commercial objectives should rule over marketing activities and subsequently design. 

However, design is increasingly seen as a creative asset in its own right for companies 
rather than simply a functional resource that may help to accomplish marketing objectives 
(Bruce and Daly, 2007). Thus, some authors question the idea of adjusting the creative 
design process to suit the company’s overall business strategy and suggest that design 
should instead be understood from its own perspective, i.e. from an artistic perspective 
(Digerfeldt-Månsson, 2009). Beverland (2005) studied wine-producing companies and the 
tensions between artistic and commercial imperatives in the product innovation process. 
From his study, he introduces fi ve possible methods to assist in integrating design into a 
company: (1) top leadership support and integration at the strategic level; (2) simultaneous 
loose–tight coupling (i.e. being fi rm about end results, but leaving the means to achieve 
innovations up to the design team); (3) being in the marketplace versus being of the market-
place (i.e. being aware of and inspired by the surrounding market trends, but not directed 
towards a certain trend); (4) intergenerational teams to share a common design philosophy; 
and (5) deliberate decoupling (i.e. separating the production/marketing acumen from 
the projected image). Bruce and Daly (2007) suggest a design management framework 
for marketing, incorporating fi ve key management activities that in various ways may 
support the alignment of design with different market forces: (1) sourcing (i.e. the use of 
external or internal design resources); (2) briefs (i.e. clear and communicated objectives for 
the product design); (3) project management; (4) market research (i.e. market information 
available for designers); and (5) top-level commitment. Kristensen and Grönhaug (2007) 
offer a broader view on the same issue and describe the integration strategy at various 
levels: project integration is a weak form of integration that is limited to one project; phys-
ical integration is stronger and is created when different functions are physically located 
close to each other; and conceptual integration is the strongest form of integration in which 
communication leads to a common language and a common subculture (e.g. through a 
cross-disciplinary and co-located team).

Specifi cation of Research Purpose
There appears to be a disagreement regarding how design and marketing should be coor-
dinated, from tight, sequential models where marketing leads design to less structured 
variations where design has signifi cant freedom and marketing communication is adjusted 
to the features of the products. Several researchers look for methods that require designers 
to design products to meet the demands of the market, typically by suggesting that design 
should follow marketing (e.g. Kotler and Rath, 1984). A reason for this view might be 
because the discussion about coordination and possible integration is mainly held from 
a marketer’s perspective, which leads to a market-oriented perspective on design rather 
than the opposite. However, there are less structured forms of coordination with design, 
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in which the creative processes of designers are liberated (albeit not set completely free) 
(e.g. Digerfeldt-Månsson, 2009; Hirschman, 1983). Some researchers (e.g. Heskett, 2002) 
acknowledge that creative designers with a less commercially oriented focus may need 
a less forceful coordination process and perhaps even need to be shielded from more 
 performance-focused business disciplines to not impede their artistic creativity. Much of 
the existing literature on the coordination of marketing and design does not consider the 
fi rms’ different approaches to these concepts and thus takes a rather simplistic view of 
product design and marketing. As mentioned earlier, however, different designers have 
different kinds of audiences in mind when they create a new design, from themselves to 
peers to the broader public audience. The coordination with marketing is likely to depend 
on the target audience. Different possibilities and strategies are also open to the marketer, 
ranging from a product focus to a focus that responds to specifi c market needs. 

This paper starts from the view that there are different approaches to both design 
and marketing. The focus on design may be oriented towards the designer’s self or more 
commercially oriented towards the broader audience. Still, marketing may be product-
oriented or more customer- or market-oriented. This paper explores how these different 
practices may be combined and draws conclusions regarding what kind of coordination is 
appropriate for each combination.

METHODOLOGY
Research Design and Sampling
This paper is based on case research, which is a suitable method to test and build theory 
(Voss et al., 2002). We regard a case study as a useful research approach to explore the inter-
play of marketing and design and to develop a model for how marketing and design can be 
coordinated. This is an area lacking in research, which makes case research an appropriate 
choice, since it suits the questions that are not thoroughly researched (Leonard-Barton, 
1990; McCutcheon and Meredith, 1993). With the ambition to explore different marketing 
and design approaches, a multiple case study approach involving eight design-oriented 
companies was adopted. Multiple cases can reduce the depth of the study when resources 
are limited, as well as augment the external validity (Voss et al., 2002). The sampling was 
theoretical, i.e. the cases were chosen for theoretical rather than statistical reasons (Eisen-
hardt, 1989). More specifi cally, because we wanted to understand if our results were 
valid in different industrial contexts, we included companies from two different design- 
intensive markets – furniture and automotive. The companies were intentionally selected 
with our research question in mind and as potential representatives of different variations 
of design and marketing. They are all design-oriented and range from relatively small to 
much larger and mass-producing companies. The head offi ces of all the companies are 
located in Scandinavia. A description of the cases is found in Table 1.

The aim of the study’s fi rst stage was to explore the design and marketing practices of 
the eight case companies. The second stage in the research was to develop a provisional 
model for the combination of marketing and design from the empirical results, including 
coordination mechanisms for each combination. In other words, the fi rst stage focused on 
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how companies work with design and marketing, and the second stage focused on how 
and why these different orientations may be combined.

Table 1: Overview of Studied Companies 

Company Approximate 
Turnover, 

2008  
(€, millions) 

Number of 
Employees, 

2008 

Activity Main 
Location 

of 
Designers 

Number 
of 

Interviews 

A 2 14 Manufacturer of 
sofas, chairs, stools, 
armchairs, tables, 
etc. for home and 
office interiors; 

artistic design profile 

External 2 

B 3 18 Manufacturer of 
sofas, tables, storage, 

etc. for home 
interiors; innovative 

design profile 

Internal 1 

C 3 13 Manufacturer of 
sofas, chairs, stools, 
armchairs, tables, 

etc. for office 
interiors; innovative 

design profile 

External 2 

D 70 278 Manufacturer of a 
broad assortment of 

functional work-
station furniture 

(office chairs, tables, 
storage) 

Internal 2 

E 200 110 Manufacturer of a 
broad assortment of 

functional work-
station furniture 

(office chairs, tables, 
storage) 

Internal 2 

(Continued) 
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Data Collection and Analysis
Data were collected through 14 formal, semi-structured interviews with respondents 
holding different positions (e.g. chief executive offi cer (CEO), marketing manager or 
production manager). After identifying the respondents and validating that they could 
reliably answer our questions, one or two representatives of each company was selected for 
an interview. All respondents had relevant experience from working within the company 
and were well-informed on the subject in focus. Because the inquiry was based on previous 
literature and attempted to build a new theory, a semi-structured interview guide was 
used, focusing primarily on the practices of design and marketing and how these activities 
were coordinated. To allow for an inductive inquiry (Mintzberg, 1979), the interview guide 
was the starting point, though we retained fl exibility to incorporate observations outside 
the interview guide if they related to our research focus. The interviews were recorded 
and then transcribed in detail. Using existing literature, a model that focused on possible 
combinations of different marketing and design practices was constructed. The transcribed 
interviews were analysed and the companies were positioned within the model (Figure 
1). Finally, how the companies coordinated their marketing and design activities were 
analysed during a series of creative discussions between the two authors of this paper, 
resulting in a model on the coordination of design and marketing.

Table 1: (Continued) 

Company Approximate 
Turnover, 

2008  
(€, millions) 

Number of 
Employees, 

2008 

Activity Main 
Location 

of 
Designers 

Number 
of 

Interviews 

F 4 27 Manufacturer of 
sofas and armchairs 
for home interiors; 
characterised by 
stylish design and 

solid craftsmanship 

External 2 

G 20 83 Manufacturer of 
sofas, chairs, stools, 
armchairs, tables, 

etc. for office 
interiors; innovative 

design profile 

External 2 

H 10,000 17,000 Manufacturer of 
premium cars with a 
functional and simple 
‘Scandinavian’ design 

Internal 1 
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EMPIRICAL RESULTS
The fi rst group of companies can all be described as self-oriented in their design approach 
and product-oriented in their marketing activities. For instance, the design of Company 
A’s products is driven primarily by artistic goals, and the company’s products are only 
produced in short series. Their marketing approach is purely product-oriented, without 
any infl uence from the customers on the company’s product range or design of any furni-
ture. For instance, the respondent at Company A explains that the market does not lead 
them: ‘We do not keep one ear on the ground like others do.’ The product designer, who is 
always an external talent, works almost completely independently of Company A’s other 
business and marketing operations. Apart from creating a design, the designer’s name 
functions as a mark of quality in the marketing communications. Therefore, rather than 
creating products for specifi c customer needs and wants, the company seeks buyers for 
the different products created by various external designers. In the marketing communi-
cation, specifi c features of the different products are marketed as well as the names of the 
different designers.

The design of Company B is also driven by artistic ambitions along with certain ideo-
logical goals, such as concern for the environment, rather than input from the market or 
customers. The respondent in Company B explains: 

Well, I do not want to romanticise; this is an effi cient company, run as a professional 
company. But it hosts – I usually call it an artistic attitude – that you do not do things 
to achieve anything else than to express what you really long to express. That is the 
purpose.

In answering questions about value creation for customers, he explains: 

What about creating value? It is probably important that I work from another perspec-
tive. I do what feels right and I do it with as much honesty, transparency and love as I 
possibly can. If I do that, I am convinced that I will strike the right note with customers. 

All products from Company B are designed internally, primarily by the CEO, who is also 
the chief designer. Their market approach, as the above statements attest to, is product-
oriented. In the marketing communication, the features of the product and the ideological 
statements inherent in the products are expressed verbally by sales personnel and in 
written texts such as brochures. The internal education of marketing and sales personnel 
concerning the features of the product is seen as very important, since the value of the 
products sold lies primarily in such features. 

Company C is another design-oriented company and, in line with Company A, but in 
contrast to Company B, relies mainly on external design resources. Like Company A and 
Company B, Company C is not concerned with specifi c customer requirements in the 
design process, but relies on its designers’ creativity, which it considers a critical asset that 
should not be violated by too much interference from the market. However, because the 
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CEO of the company is an educated designer himself, there are often intense discussions 
with the designers under contract, e.g. whether or not it is possible to produce a potential 
product in large volumes. Company C appreciates these discussions because they add new 
perspectives to the product design. The respondent at Company C explains: 

We are the industrialists. The designer who we cooperate with is our consultant. We 
have totally different points of views and therefore have nice, dynamic and sometimes 
rather heated discussions. But this is something that adds value. They are as convinced 
of their opinion as we are. I can say things like, ‘I hear what you are saying, but I do not 
agree at all.’

Company C does not adapt its product design to create market success and increase sales, 
but is concerned with the future user of its products. The respondent says:

We are functionalists, so everything we do should be functional and work as a tool. We 
create the tools and the carpenter, in this case the interior designer, should be able to use 
our tools – fi le, hammer, etc. And if we have that perspective and believe in a particu-
lar way to close the gap, read society and the architecture, then it does not matter if we 
show a chair with smoothly bent or kinked tubing, or if we use felt or wood, as long as it 
is permeated by the same conviction. We become credible as well … we do not present 
funny stuff that does not work.

A second group of companies, including Company D and Company E, is mainly oriented 
towards mass markets in their design efforts and is clearly customer-/market-oriented in 
their marketing activities. Company D offers a fi xed range of products and aims at being 
customer-oriented by adapting its products in terms of colour and size. The company listens 
carefully to customers and their specifi c preferences and is willing to adjust details in its 
product design or even design completely new products for customers. The respondent 
from Company D says: 

Sometimes the market forces us to present pure, low-priced versions without consider-
ing quality, but only cost. And then, because X travels a lot to Asia, he fi nds businesses 
that produce well-known brands and then we might just as well buy something similar, 
not exactly the same. Still, the customer likes it. So it is good for us.

The market leads the design organisation, and the designers seek to adapt their products 
in line with marketing requirements. Moreover, both Companies D and E clearly strive to 
offer total solutions, through a relatively wide range of products that are not only custom-
ised, but also bundled according to the specifi c needs of different customers. Their designs 
primarily rely on market information regarding customers’ preferences in style and func-
tion rather than artistic value. Their internally designed products (offi ce furniture) have 
some aesthetic dimensions, but it is the utilitarian dimension that dominates. Therefore, 
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designers are closely integrated into the operations of the company, so that furniture is 
designed with producibility, functionality, customer needs and the complete product range 
in mind. Often, the name of the designer is not important and is thus not communicated 
to customers. However, in their ‘total offi ce solutions’, both companies include furniture 
from a set of more design-oriented companies, like their customers require. The furniture 
is selected from their own product range and that of their partners according to the needs 
of the particular customer and combined into total solutions for the customer. This leads 
to offerings with increased customer orientation. The respondent at Company D explains:

We are advancing more and more towards that [total solutions]. It has been there all 
along, but there is a desire and ambition to offer this even more. What this really means 
is that we complement our own product portfolio with other brands’ products, to better 
meet our customers’ complete needs.

A third group of companies are product-oriented in their marketing activities and oriented 
towards a mass market in their design. Company F, for instance, relies on external designers, 
but in contrast to Companies A and C, the work of these external designers is strictly 
co ordinated with the company’s own design strategy, current and planned product range, 
and market information. Important sources of information about current market trends are 
fashion shows and magazines. Company F does not adapt its products to specifi c customer 
needs, but tries to offer a wide range of fabrics in response to customer requirements. To 
handle these different demands from customers, Company F strives for modularisation:

We want to offer a freedom of choice for the customer, but we must be cost effective. By 
thinking in terms of modules, many of our sofas are constructed out of the same frames, 
but this is not noticed by the customer as the soft material varies. You then achieve cost 
effectiveness. 

However, the same respondent also notes the risk in doing so: ‘This is the never-ending 
balance walk – how far can you modularise the material, but still not notice this in the 
fi nalised product?’ Company G has gradually moved into this group, from being less 
commercial in their design. By maintaining long-term relationships with their external 
product designers (twenty years is not unusual), they can coordinate their marketing and 
design efforts and maintain their design identity. The respondent at Company G notes a 
possible disadvantage to their approach: 

Twenty years ago, this company was extremely brave in its design expression, and 
today we still collaborate with the same, now older architects. But we do not really 
attract younger customers and I believe the reason for this might be that we are not radi-
cal enough or daring. I think that we might have made a small mistake there. 

Company H, a car manufacturer, belongs to the same group and has implemented an exten-
sive planning process for design. What is decided today in terms of product design will be 
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implemented in fi ve to ten years. The mass market is always in focus, since the develop-
ment costs for introducing a new car series are extremely high. However, the respondent at 
Company H emphasises that designing for a mass market does not mean designing prod-
ucts that are uninteresting and plain. Instead, the challenge, according to this respondent, 
is to ‘understand the customers and still do our own unique interpretation of their needs’. 
The design process also relies on a very distinctive ‘design DNA’, i.e. a specifi c design 
expression and decided design goals that give Company H its own design identity. Market 
research is conducted thoroughly, but the result is not a design that exactly answers to 
market requests; rather, it is a combination of market requests and Company H’s design 
DNA. The marketing approach is rather product-oriented, in which the features of the cars 
are marketed to prospective buyers, even if the Company H customer has a larger choice 
of different solutions and combinations. 

DISCUSSION
Based on the empirical results presented above, this section will discuss a typology of 
 marketing–design combinations and propose a type of coordination that seems feasible 
for each combination. In Figure 1, four different combinations are described along with the 
positions of the studied companies.

The fi rst combination is labelled ‘design-led marketing’, which indicates that both the 
marketer and the designer want the design function to lead marketing. The designer is 
here allowed to work independently of market requirements, and may lead to truly inno-
vative products in terms of technology and aesthetic design. The risk of confl ict is minimal 
because the orientation of both functions are in line with each other. In this situation, 
product design may not be particularly responsive to marketing, but typically has a very 
distinctive character. Our empirical study found three companies in this position (A, B and 
C). The design in these companies is truly innovative, countering the work of Lukas and 
Ferrell (2000), who state that product-oriented marketing may imperil the level of innova-
tion. Instead, these companies are examples of how product design ‘drives’ the market. 
This means that the products’ features create a market or customer need (Jaworski et al., 
2000). The products are seen as separate objects, often designed by different designers and 
marketed as such. The company brand serves as a guarantee for well-designed products, 
but there is not always one design identity that spans the range of products. Company B, 
whose products are all designed by the company owner, is an exception and has a less 
independent design identity. The internal or external designers most often create inde-
pendently from other functions within the company. The marketers market the unique 
products to the customers after the designers have fi nished their task. This situation resem-
bles what Beverland (2005) calls ‘loose–tight coupling’, i.e. tight management of the end 
results, e.g. the desired strategic position in the market, but looser management of the 
means, i.e. the product design.

The second combination is labelled ‘marketing-led design’. Here, the primary goals and 
common interests of the marketer and designer are to fulfi l market needs. The designer 
is responsive to marketing needs and is not rigid in what he or she wants to accomplish 
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other than to attract the public at large (Hirschman, 1983). Marketing is not responsive 
to the designer, but rather to the needs of customers and to changes in the market. Here, 
the risk for confl icts between design and marketing is minimal, as the focus of design and 
marketing are perfectly aligned with each other. The cooperation between these functions 
is therefore rather unproblematic. Two of the companies (D and E) in our empirical study 
belong to this group and produce offi ce furniture, whose utilitarian aspect is perhaps 
just as important or even more important than the aesthetic values of their products. The 
designers are closely integrated into the operations of the company to secure market attrac-
tiveness as well as produceability and functionality. The common objectives and clear 
focus on market orientation allow implementation of a conceptual integration between 
marketing and design, i.e. a high degree of integration (Kristensen and Grönhaug, 2007), 
which can optimise the common knowledge and create integrated working processes in 
the product development process.

The third combination is labelled ‘confusion’ and here neither design nor marketing 
wants to take the lead. The commercial designer seeks market information with the aim 
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of reaching the public at large (Hirschman, 1983), whereas the product-oriented marketer 
is waiting for the designer’s initiative and independent design which could be marketed 
to the customers accordingly (Grönroos, 1991). Product-oriented marketing is responsive 
to design, and the designer is responsive to the marketing function, but neither function 
expresses any distinctive requirements. To maintain this position over time, Company H 
has clear policies and processes for the product design work and a strong design strategy 
framework in line with the strategies for design management suggested by Bruce and 
Daly (2007). This framework allows internal or external designers to answer market needs, 
while remaining loyal to the design identity of the company. The design function and the 
marketing function can act in line with the policies and frameworks and neither needs 
to take direct control. If these companies rely on external designers, their work is closely 
supervised and coordinated with the design strategy, product range and market informa-
tion of the company to secure the market focus. The design is infl uenced by mass market 
requirements, but adjusted to follow the clear design identity of the company. The product 
design in the studied companies tends to be less innovative and more ‘mainstream’ and 
‘safe’, which, according to Lukas and Ferrell (2000), could be the result of missing customer 
orientation and, as a consequence, little knowledge of hidden customer needs. Company 
G has also developed such a design policy, whereas Company F has not, possibly because 
Company F is quite small and the need for a formal policy is therefore less.

The fourth and fi nal combination is labelled ‘confl ict’. Here, the marketer wants the 
needs of the customer, the market or both as a whole to direct the work of the design 
unit. From the marketer’s perspective, the design should be the result of market investi-
gations, aimed at answering the explicit or implicit requirements of the market. This view 
of joining design and marketing matches the view proposed by, for example, Kotler and 
Rath (1984). From the perspective of the self-oriented designer working in this situation, 
however, design should take place independent of the market and result from the design-
er’s own desire for self-fulfi lment and satisfaction (Hirschman, 1983). Naturally, these two 
standpoints may create confl icts that can be diffi cult to resolve. Nevertheless, we found 
two companies (D and E) in our empirical study that appear (from our viewpoint, at least 
partly) to be in this situation, since they increasingly connect with external innovative 
design companies or, in the case of Company E, even acquire such companies in order to 
be better equipped to meet heterogonous customer needs. The designs of these partners 
are typically innovative and have a distinct identity. By collaborating with these partners, 
Companies D and E may combine the ability to offer customised solutions with innovative 
products created by self-oriented designers. They cannot customise furniture designed by 
these partners, but from the broad assortment provided internally and through its part-
ners, they are capable of satisfying relatively diverse customer needs. 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
Despite the extensive academic attention given in recent years to design as a possible 
area of competitive advantage for companies, there has been some confusion in the litera-
ture regarding the interplay of design and marketing. While some authors emphasised 
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the importance of aligning design with overall marketing and business objectives, others 
emphasised the distinguishing characteristics of design and the need to release the creative 
energy of designers. These authors tend to adopt very specifi c perspectives on marketing 
and design, while neglecting the fact that there are many different approaches to the prac-
tice of marketing and designing products. By investigating the nature and coordination of 
design and marketing at eight Scandinavian companies, the present study makes a signifi -
cant contribution to both the theory and practice of design and marketing management. 

Research Implications
An empirically and theoretically grounded model of possible combinations from different 
design and marketing approaches was developed and presented in Figure 1. Even though 
we did not investigate differences in profi tability in our empirical study, we found that it 
is possible for companies to combine any kind of marketing and design approaches with 
each other. However, the type and relative strength of the coordination of design and 
marketing appears to be critical here. Table 2 presents an overview of the different orien-
tations in marketing and design described in this paper and the type of coordination that 
seems feasible for each situation. 

Table 2 summarises the fi ndings of our empirical study and incorporates the concept 
of coordination as a means of providing a more general model involving the interplay of 

Table 2: Coordination in Relation to Different Marketing and Design Approaches 

Situation Marketing 
Practice 

Design 
Practice 

Type of Coordination 

Design-led 
marketing 

Product-
oriented 

Self-
oriented 

Coordination is done from the perspective of the 
products that are designed by an independent design 
organisation; marketing is reactive and depends on 
information from designers, which it seeks to 
integrate into their marketing communication  

Confusion Product-
oriented 

Public-
oriented 

Tight coordination of both design and marketing by 
means of a company-wide strategic framework and 
design policy 

Conflict Customer-
led /market-
oriented 

Self-
oriented 

Loose or no coordination; neither design nor 
marketing is seeking information from the other, but 
rather seek to work independently of and influence 
each other 

Marketing-
led design 

Customer-
led /market-
oriented 

Public-
oriented 

Coordination is done from the perspective of 
marketing; designers are reactive only, depending on 
information from the marketers and seek to integrate 
this information into their product design 
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design and marketing than has been presented previously. By introducing such a general 
perspective, this paper contributes a new perspective on the tensions and synergies that 
exist between design and marketing. Because the empirical study conducted in this paper 
is limited in terms of its width and depth, further empirical studies are needed to test 
and refi ne the conclusions provided here. A potentially productive research avenue is to 
expand our model and more clearly incorporate contextual infl uences on coordination, for 
instance national and corporate culture, company size and location of design (internal or 
external designers). Several such factors are likely to infl uence the kind of coordination 
used. The potential for relationships between design and marketing, coordinating mecha-
nisms and profi tability, would also be interesting subjects for further research.

Managerial Implications
Although the model presented in Table 2 (including the different orientations, positions 
and coordination mechanisms) requires more development and testing, it may serve 
as a starting point for managers to understand the interplay of design and marketing 
in organisations and to design feasible coordination mechanisms. First, in a design-led 
marketing situation in which the designer is self-oriented and the marketing approach is 
product-oriented, it can be suggested that marketing should be reactive and responsive to 
information from their designers, who they should seek to integrate into their marketing 
communication. With such an approach to coordination, the creative energies of the 
designers can be retained. Second, when marketers are product-oriented and the designers 
are public-oriented, a tight coordination of both design and marketing can be suggested, 
e.g. by means of a company-wide strategic framework and design policy. Through such 
coordination, marketing and design can be aligned with each other. Third, with a customer- 
or market-led marketing approach and designers who are self-oriented, unstructured or 
possibly no coordination is suggested, since both functions should be allowed to work 
independently and infl uence each other on their own terms. Fourth, with a customer- or 
market-led approach and designers who are public-oriented, designers should act reac-
tively and depend on information given by the marketing function.

If these guidelines are allowed to guide managerial decisions in companies regarding 
how to coordinate design and marketing, unnecessary overt confl icts and tensions between 
the marketing and design units may be avoided. Moreover, the guidelines may help the 
different units to understand and accept the differences and similarities between their 
respective areas of specialisation, and thus help to create a more innovative and produc-
tive cooperation. 
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ABSTRACT 

Innovation is central to the healthcare industry; future developments in nano-, bio- and 
information technology have the potential to dramatically change the accepted clini-

cal patient care pathways. The public are often well informed about these matters, which 
results in a patient pull for innovations that are years from market. Companies operating 
in this environment today face huge challenges in terms of realising the latent economic 
potential from new innovations. By developing open business models, healthcare com-
panies can manage the multifaceted ideas of scientists, engineers, clinicians and indeed 
patients at an earlier stage, allowing the good and necessary technologies to reach the 
health service more promptly. This study uses a qualitative approach to research the 
explicit and implicit business models within healthcare technology companies of a range 
of sizes and organisational structures and provides a useful contribution to understanding 
the management of innovation in the healthcare environment.

Key Words: healthcare technology; innovation; medical device; open business model

INTRODUCTION
The ability to innovate effectively is increasingly viewed as the single most important factor 
in developing and sustaining competitive advantage (Tidd et al., 2009) and has consist-
ently been found to be the most important characteristic associated with success (Statistics 
Canada, 2006). As early as 1934, Schumpeter had defi ned innovation as being at the heart 
of the entrepreneurial role: the creation of a linkage between new ideas and markets; inno-
vation includes the production or adoption of useful ideas and idea implementation (Van 
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de Ven, 1986). Firms care about their ability to innovate, on which their future allegedly 
depends (Christensen, 1997; Christensen and Raynor, 2003), and the study of innovation, 
viewed as cross-disciplinary, is emerging as a new scientifi c fi eld which has worldwide 
impact (Fagerberg and Verspagen, 2009). They approach innovation in its broadest sense, 
including new technologies and new ways of doing things (Porter, 1990). Indeed, innova-
tion has become the mantra of organisations looking for economic growth in recent times 
(Malaviya and Wadhwa, 2005). Albury (2004), in his report on innovation in the public 
sector, states that bright ideas well implemented can lead to valued new services and the 
effi cient delivery of existing ones at a time when the pressure on national purse strings is 
becoming even tighter.

This is particularly true for the area of healthcare, where the rate of progress of inno-
vations over the last century has been most remarkable. Health innovation consists of 
complex bundles of new medical technologies and clinical services emerging from a highly 
distributed competence base. In many cases new healthcare technologies take decades to 
progress from concept to a product on the market as a result of regulatory and clinical 
hurdles. Signifi cant investment is often needed before a new medical device can enter even 
the fi rst stage of a clinical investigation. Given these challenges, there is a need to better 
understand how innovations are managed within technology-based healthcare companies, 
developed, nurtured and brought to the patient. Of particular interest is researching how 
companies can best work together to improve their own competitiveness and the strength 
of the healthcare sector as a whole.

The adoption of open innovation, which means that companies should make much 
greater use of external ideas in their own business while letting their unused ideas be used 
by other companies (Chesbrough, 2006) within the medical devices sector, may provide 
for a more effective route to market for many new technologies and offers the opportunity 
to share some of the risks involved. The use of open business models within the health-
care technology base offers the possibility to engage scientists, engineers, clinicians and 
indeed patients at earlier stages of the process, thus allowing viable technologies to reach 
the market more quickly in a way that is evidence-focused. However, the effective realisa-
tion of this approach requires knowledge of the actual business models being operated in 
the sector.

This research hypothesises that an open business model approach can enable companies 
involved in the development and delivery of healthcare to work more effectively together 
and hence reduce the time to fi rst patient for a new medical innovation. This paper aims 
to explore how innovation takes place in companies that are operating within the medical 
devices sector who are involved in the development and production of technologically led 
products to improve, diagnose or monitor patient health. The study uses an open business 
model framework as a technique for making explicit how innovative activity is undertaken 
by such fi rms from the perspective of an open innovation paradigm.
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Innovation in Healthcare
Historically, the advancement of healthcare has been synonymous with the innovation of 
new medical devices and technologies. Healthcare accounts for a signifi cant proportion 
of the global economy and managing rising healthcare costs is of major concern for all 
governments, particularly in the context of the ageing economy. Each year health-related 
spending grows – often outpacing spending on other goods and services. These increased 
costs create signifi cant challenges and opportunities for businesses (Kaiser, 2007). 

Medical devices are a signifi cant and growing industry with a market size of US$75 
billion and US$1.5 billion in venture capital invested (AdvaMed, 2004). In the United States 
(US), spending on healthcare accounts for a signifi cantly large proportion of the economy 
with national health spending expected to reach US$2.5 trillion in 2009, accounting for 17.6 
per cent of gross domestic product (GDP). By 2018, national healthcare expenditure in the US 
is expected to reach US$4.4 trillion, which is more than double 2007 spending (Siska, 2009).

In order to remain competitive in the global marketplace that characterises the health-
care technology sector, companies must be able to benefi t from the introduction of new 
product innovations and understand market need at an early stage. Health innovation 
systems are driven by the combination of institutionally bound interactions or ‘gateways’ 
of innovation and history – dependent trajectories of change often referred to as ‘path-
ways’ of innovation (Consoli and Mina, 2009). Unlike the pharmaceutical sector, which has 
a well-defi ned route to market, it is generally accepted that the medical devices industry 
has a less cohesive approach to new product development (Dixon et al., 2006). 

The demonstration of safety and effi cacy for a new medical device is a long, arduous 
and expensive development path from early concept to introduction into clinical practice 
(Kaplan et al., 2004; Maisel, 2004; Martin et al., 2006). In a fi nite resource healthcare system, 
the cost-effectiveness of a technology can be compelling evidence for its adoption. The 
‘opportunity’ cost of a technology is based on its incremental cost effectiveness, i.e. the 
cost associated with the benefi ts achieved from the technology compared to the next best 
alternative. The National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE), for example, 
uses this approach for appraisal of potential new treatments for the United Kingdom (UK) 
National Health Service (NHS). It therefore makes sense for a fi rm developing a new tech-
nology to assess its potential cost effectiveness as early as possible in the new product 
development cycle. This will inform investment decisions and indicate which products 
and markets may prove most fruitful (Cosh et al., 2007).

It is often the case that breakthrough medical technologies have diffi culty fi nding their 
way through the transition path from promising solutions in the research laboratory to 
economically viable healthcare products in the marketplace. Revolutionary advances in 
the interfaces between the previously separate fi elds of science and technology have the 
potential to create transforming tools available for improving human health. The term 
‘convergent technologies’ has emerged from the synergistic combination of four major 
domains, namely nanotechnology–biotechnology–informatics–cognitive sciences (NBIC). 
While each creates new opportunities in its own right, the interface between two or more 
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of these domains offers truly new to-market opportunities (Roco and Bainbridge, 2003). 
Realising the benefi ts of this ‘new convergence’ paradigm is of interest to governments 
and national agencies and it has received considerable funding in recent times (European 
Commission, 2009; Fuller, 2009). 

The medical devices market is reportedly one that can never reach stagnation, as it 
inherently develops in parallel with advancements in medical practice (Frost & Sullivan, 
2008). Given these market dynamics, there is a real need to carry out research into the 
means to overcome these challenges. It is interesting to note that in the healthcare tech-
nology sector doctors are not only the primary customers for medical devices but are often 
innovators as well. These user innovations, which can arise from patients as well as health-
care professionals, are an important source of ideas for incumbent fi rms and new entrants 
(Chatterji, 2009). In this respect, Bernstein and Singh (2006) also cite technology push, 
which can be described as a situation where an emerging technology forces change in an 
as yet  undeveloped market, as one of the reasons why a more comprehensive and inte-
grated model for innovation processes within biotechnology fi rms is needed. This paper 
aims to address the need for a better understanding of the business models used in health-
care technology organisations.

Innovative Business Models
The necessity to examine the implicit and explicit business model within a company is 
essential in understanding how innovation actually happens within organisations. Inno-
vation challenges differ from fi rm to fi rm and often followed advice can be wasteful, even 
harmful if applied to the wrong situations, but if solutions are tailored to the right problems 
a weak link in the innovation value chain can become a strong one (Hansen and Birk-
shaw, 2007). The study reported in this paper therefore attempts to uncover the innovative 
activity used by companies operating within the medical devices arena, taking account of 
the fact that the sector is highly fragmentary, constantly changing, heavily regulated and 
global in nature.

Managers need a framework to help them understand what their organisations are 
capable of accomplishing (Christensen and Overdorf, 2000). An open business model, 
when used holistically, forces managers to consider the integrative nature of their business 
activity from an open innovation perspective. 

A business model’s great strength as a planning tool is that it focuses attention on how 
the elements of the system fi t into a working practice as a whole, especially in terms of how 
perceived value is created. Economic exchange, intellectual organisation and geographical 
constraints can all be considered as different dynamics that interact in the complex system 
that constitutes a knowledge-based economy (Leydesdorff and Meyer, 2003).

A business model performs two important functions: it creates value and it captures a 
portion of that value. The business model captures value by establishing a unique resource, 
asset or position within that series of activities where the fi rm enjoys competitive advan-
tage. Open models create value by leveraging many more ideas, due to their inclusion of a 
variety of external concepts. A successful open business model creates heuristic logic that 
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connects technical potential with the realisation of economic value (Chesbrough, 2006). 
The economic value of a technology remains latent until it is commercialised in some way, 
and the same technology commercialised in two different ways will yield different returns. 
Investigation of the elements of a business model is valuable in terms of translating busi-
ness plans into business processes (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2009).

If others outside a fi rm providing a technologically driven product uncover a better 
business model, they may realise more value than that obtained by the fi rm that originally 
discovered the technology. Chesbrough (2006) identifi es six essential functions of a busi-
ness model:
1. Articulate the value proposition, that is, the value created for users by the offering
2. Identify a market segment, that is, the users to whom the offering and its purpose are 

useful
3. Defi ne the structure of the value chain required by the fi rm to create and distribute the 

offering, and determine the complementary assets needed to support the fi rm’s posi-
tion in this chain

4. Specify the revenue generation mechanisms for the fi rm, and estimate the cost struc-
ture and profi t potential of producing the offering, given the value proposition and 
value chain structure chosen

5. Describe the position of the fi rm within the value network, linking suppliers and cus-
tomers, including identifi cation of potential complementors and competitors

6. Formulate the competitive strategy by which the innovating fi rm will gain and hold 
an advantage over rivals

The value proposition has become one of the most widely used terms in business in recent 
years (Anderson et al., 2006). At the heart of any strategy is a unique value proposition, a 
set of needs a company can meet for its chosen customers that others cannot (Kaplan and 
Norton, 2000; Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2002; Porter and Kramer, 2006). In his paper on 
creating high-performance organisations, Lawler (2005) states that the value proposition 
must be designed to fi t with the business strategy of an organisation. The value proposi-
tion is also important when considering outsourcing and dealing with client organisations 
(Levina and Ross, 2003).

The benefi ts of defi ning a market segment for a new technology have been evident since 
the 1970s (Johnson, 1971; Young et al., 1978). A little more recently, Grover and Srinivasan 
(1987) defi ned a market segment to be a group of customers homogeneous in terms of the 
probabilities of choosing the different brands in a product class. Choosing the right market 
segment is one of the diffi culties fi rms face in commercialising new technologies today and 
there is debate as to how to modify the initial marketing approach that was successful with 
early adopters of the product so that mainstream customers will also embrace the new 
technology (Slater and Mohr, 2006).

Value chain management has been shown to deliver major economic benefi ts to a 
diverse range of businesses (Horvath, 2001), however, the understanding of the value 
chain is changing: global competition, changing markets and new technologies are opening 
up qualitatively new ways of creating value. In so volatile a competitive environment, 
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increasingly successful companies do not just add value, they reinvent it (Normann and 
Ramirez, 1993). Hansen and Birkshaw (2007) argue that to improve innovation, executives 
need to view the process of transforming ideas into commercial outputs as an integrated 
fl ow or value chain for transforming raw materials into fi nished goods.

Christensen and Rosenbloom (1995) state that the value network – the context within 
which a fi rm competes and solves customers’ problems – is an important factor affecting 
whether incumbent or entrant fi rms will most successfully innovate.

A fi rm’s competitive strategy is related to performance (Baum et al., 2001) and in today’s 
hypercompetitive markets executives desperately need new tools to help them systemati-
cally analyse their own and other players’ competitive positions (D’Aveni, 2007).

These six elements or functions within the business model have been used to formu-
late the structured engagement with the company executives interviewed for this study. 
The objective of this paper is to investigate how the six elements of the open business 
model proposed by Chesbrough (2006) operate in healthcare companies of various sizes 
and how the range in the perceptions of innovation can impact the adoption of a health-
care technology. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The research undertaken here used a multiple case study-based approach (Yin, 2003; Stake, 
2005) to investigate the implicit and explicit business models in the healthcare industry to 
research how innovation is considered within organisations and delivered to the patient. 

In-depth, structured interviews were carried out with four companies as summarised in 
Table 1. The location of the companies covered an area ranging from the north of Scotland 

Table 1: Summary of Case Study Companies and Business Role of Interviewees 

Company Strategic 
Business 

Type 

Technology 
Focus 

Role of Key Informant 

   Research & 
Development 

Product 
Specialist 

Sales or 
Marketing 

Company A SME Diagnosis/analysis 
equipment 
manufacturer 

Company B Medium-sized Anesthetics and 
gas delivery    

Company C Multinational Multiple business 
sectors    

Company D SME Diagnosis/analysis 
equipment 
manufacturer 
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to Devon in England and also Ireland. This ensured that the companies were marketing 
their technologies to a number of different health and social care authorities.

A summary of each of the case study companies presented in this paper is outlined as 
follows: 

Company A is primarily concerned with the manufacture and development of tech-
nology for the early assessment of patients with burns.

Company B has recently developed a home-use anaesthetic device and their research 
and development (R&D) manager stated that the company is keen to develop a business 
model that will enable it to develop a foothold in the medical devices market.

Company C is a large multinational company with over 300,000 employees worldwide. 
The interview focused on one specifi c business segment of the company: the challenges of 
telemedicine, which can be described as the provision of clinical and health monitoring 
solutions in a non-hospital or remote environment and the adoption of new technologies 
in a home-based setting.

Company D is a small company in a peripheral location that develops probes for analysis 
and medical applications.

In the interviews, business development executives responsible for bringing new 
technological applications to the marketplace were asked a series of questions based on 
Chesbrough’s (2006) business model framework. The executives interviewed were respon-
sible for the development of the technology and planning of its route to the market. Between 
one and three executives were interviewed in each of the case study companies because 
in some cases it was deemed necessary to talk to more that one person in order to gain a 
full understanding of the company’s current business practices and innovation strategies.

The questions in the interviews were phrased in such a manner to allow the elicitation of 
information on each company business model based on the Chesbrough (2006) framework. 
Questions were asked on value proposition, target market, value chain, costs/margins, 
value network (e.g. What is your relationship to other organisations?) and competitive 
strategy (e.g. Do you monitor your competitor’s activities?), and a question was also asked 
on business challenges in the current environment. An overview of the coding method-
ology is detailed in Table 2.

The interviews were all digitally recorded and transcribed. Analysis was then carried 
out on the text line by line using QSR NVivo©, which is a powerful qualitative research 
software valuable for organisation and analysis of qualitative data. Key themes were coded 
using the method of three-phase coding proposed by Bandara (2006) and Gibbs (2002), as 
outlined in Table 2. This method of coding enabled each of the six business model elements 
to be analysed independently and any sub-constructs that emerged from the interview 
transcripts to be explored, giving additional useful qualitative insight into the research.

RESULTS
The timeframe for the interviews with the company executives was from December 2008 
to April 2009. This was found to be benefi cial to ensure that the wider economic condi-
tions could be comparable for each of the companies studied. The results of the in-depth 
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Table 2: Overview of Coding Methodology  
for Healthcare Company Case Study Interviews 

Phase Description 
Phase 1:  
Mapping of 
constructs to prior, 
which was based on 
an earlier theory-
derived model 
 

This phase populated the nodes created 
with the 6 a priori constructs (based on 
Chesbrough’s proposed open business 
model elements (Chesbrough, 2006)). 
When potential new constructs were 
identified, new nodes were created and 
data coded. 
 

 
 

Phase 2: Analysing 
the coded 
constructs 

The data coded under each node was 
re-analysed to make sure that they did 
belong to the coded node.  
Furthermore, the coded data was then 
further coded to investigate the 
existence of constructs that had not 
been mapped in the original priori. 

 

Phase 3: 
In-vivo coding phase 
conducted 

Once the data which belonged to the 
overall constructs had been extracted, 
in-vivo coding (coding with the key 
words identified within the text) was 
conducted to tease out the potential 
sub-constructs that are considered to 
be measurable in the analysis.  
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interviews were analysed and the company focus and business challenge for each of the 
cases is described.

Case Company Comparison
Company A describes its technology for application in the burns market to be fairly unique, 
it has spent many years developing the technology and meeting the regulatory require-
ments that enable them to market it in Europe and the US. It engages directly with the 
clinical community and is having diffi culty proving the value of its technology to the 
health service even though it has been proven to be benefi cial to patients. 

Company B is an established player in the gas delivery market for clinical use including 
anaesthetics but a new entrant in the medical devices sector. It is aiming to sell medical 
devices to customers to whom it already supplies other products. However, with a small 
R&D team it is struggling to fi nd the resources to develop and market this innovative 
technology.

Company C is a global company that operates in a number of core business areas but 
has stated that telemedicine, or the provision of clinical and health monitoring solutions in 
a non-hospital or remote environment, is the area with the greatest challenges at present. 
Its product is fully developed, however there are huge challenges in terms of marketing a 
healthcare technology for a home-based setting and the company is looking at options for 
pricing strategies in terms of who pays. 

Company D has managed to establish a business developing probes for medical research; 
it secured funding from government agencies to develop the technology. The company 
says that sales and marketing is its biggest challenge, and also being able to educate people 
on the benefi ts of its technology.

The overview of the four case companies analysed shows that while all the companies in 
this study are involved in the development or manufacture of healthcare technologies, the 
focus of the companies in relation to the technology and user varies, as will be discussed in 
the following section in relation to the business model framework.

Business Model Element Analysis
NVivo analysis enabled each of the six elements of the open innovation business model to 
be explored fully and themes that emerged from interviews to be mapped to better under-
stand the companies’ business and innovation strategies. 

Table 3 provides an overview of the issues that were discussed in the interviews with 
the healthcare companies and which issues were referenced most often by the individual 
cases. 

Companies most often referred to their competitive strategy, followed by their costs and 
margins. The third issue that they gave the greatest volume of information on was their 
organisation’s value chain, followed by value proposition, followed by value network and 
then the target market for their technology. Each of these elements of the business model 
is now discussed in the order in which they were given most weighting by the companies.
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Table 3: Analysis of Business Model from Six Perspectives on Healthcare Companies 

Construct Sub-Construct Number of 
Informants 

(Cases) 

Number of 
References 
by Cases 

Element 
Business Model 

Tree Node 
    

Competitive 
Strategy 

  6 20 

  Website 2 4 
  Academic collaboration 4 5 
  Conferences and exhibitions 4 7 
  Number of competitors 5 9 
Costs and Margins   6 19 
  Lease 4 4 
  Selling price 6 9 
Value Chain   6 16 
  Outsourcing 4 4 
  Intellectual property 6 8 
  Timescales 6 9 
  In-house 6 9 
Value Proposition   6 9 
  Unique 4 9 
Value Network   5 8 
  Researchers 3 4 
  Venture capital contacts  4 5 
  Clinicians 4 5 
  Regulatory issues 4 6 
  Other companies 5 8 
  Funding from government research 

council or health authorities  
6 8 

Target Market   5 6 
  User engagement 5 11 
  Patients 4 9 
  Clinicians 5 7 
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Competitive Strategy
An analysis of the ways in which companies monitor their competitors’ activities shows 
that there is variation in the activities a company engages in. 

It was found that the small to medium enterprises (SMEs) in this study tended to rely 
heavily on their competitors’ websites to fi nds out information for strategic advantage:

We try to fi nd out information about our competitors. We look at their website; we 
look at are they reacting to changing conditions in science and decide the answer is no, 
because we can’t see their websites change. (Company A)

All the time we monitor them, I wouldn’t say daily but almost every other day we go 
on their website and talk to people who are using their systems so to fi nd out if there is 
anything new. Their website is usually more immediate. (Company D) 

It was interesting to note that the multinational company rated the importance of academic 
collaboration in their competitive strategy:

The benefi t to the academics of working with us is that we can give them total freedom 
to publish; what we are looking for is rights to commercialise so we can get what we 
want out of the agreement without too much confl ict. From the academic side they want 
lots of publications. (Company C)

In comparison, the SMEs in this study generally do not fund academic research directly but 
instead rely on conferences and exhibitions to fi nd out about new developments and other 
companies’ technologies: 

I go to Medtec [the leading exhibition and conference for the medical devices manufac-
turing industry] every year and look around about what’s on show, exhibit there where 
all of the other kind of respiratory people are. (Company B)

The small companies in this study also had a good knowledge of the number of competi-
tors in their sector and where their competitors were located. This shows that meeting 
competitors at events can be benefi cial in terms of marketing a technology and also in 
terms of gaining intelligence for competitive advantage. This research also shows the 
emerging importance of the internet in the high-tech medical sector for business scanning 
and intelligence.

Costs and Margins
The selling price of the technologies in this study varied from approximately GBP £120 to 
GBP £70,000. The selling price was something that demanded a great deal of consideration 
for SMEs, whereas the larger company was less concerned with the price of the technology.
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The SMEs and the larger company had investigated options to lease the technology, 
and one company answered: 

About 1 per cent of clients rent and they only rent to test it. But very few universities 
will rent, I don’t think we have ever had a rent system back. It always turns into a sale. 
(Company D)

The medium-sized company, which was a new entrant into the market, had not as yet 
investigated options such as leasing and was primarily concerned with reducing develop-
ment costs to enable it to enter the market at a low selling price. This highlights the need 
for companies to fully consider all the options when deciding on the optimum method for 
realising profi t from their technology. These fi ndings also indicate that companies could 
benefi t greatly by researching the selling price to the health service at a much earlier stage 
in the development cycle for an innovative healthcare technology.

Value Chain
The value chain highlights which activities a company does in-house and which it tends to 
outsource. It is interesting to note that the multinational company placed a high weighting 
on intellectual property as an asset and it rarely outsources any of its activities. In compar-
ison, SMEs do a lot of outsourcing of their activities, possibly because they do not have the 
facilities so it is more cost-effective to outsource the manufacture of complex parts. 

The development times for technology often tend to be longer for small companies that 
for larger companies. One SME stated that:

The line scanner sat on the shelf for two years before it was included in the Millennium 
Dome exhibition and it was another six years after that before it got all the necessary 
approvals for clinical trial. (Company A)

Another, when asked about development times, answered:

The development times are quite long – three to fi ve years – because it has got to be 
built, commissioned, used, data gathered, improvement shown internally and it takes a 
long time before that knowledge comes into the public domain. (Company D)

On the other hand, when the larger company, Company C, was asked to give an example of 
typical timescales for development of a new device the respondent said that the company 
needs to push technologies out more quickly and in many cases aims to get its medical 
devices to market within two years:

Ultrasound into GPs’ surgeries, because of miniaturisation and ease of reading, to be 
honest we have expect it to take eighteen months to two years. (Company C)
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This research indicated that there is a need within smaller fi rms to understand the regu-
latory and user need issues that will enable companies to improve their value chain and 
reduce the time to fi rst patient for their technology.

Value Proposition
Questions were asked on the fi rms’ value proposition in order to gain an insight into the 
perceived value of the technologies. It was found that the SMEs in this study generally 
viewed their technology to be more unique and valuable to their customer than the larger 
company did. It is interesting when you compare how the opinion on the uniqueness of 
the technology varied with the individual’s role within the company, with the sales depart-
ment often stressing that their product is more unique:

Our technology is unique; we are the only people in the world selling it. (Sales and mar-
keting manager, Company A)

The R&D team, on the other hand, often adopt a slightly more cautious approach to the 
uniqueness of new technologies:

We are fairly unique, we are the only company that has an FDA [US Food and Drug 
Administration] approved technology for this application at this time. (R&D manager, 
Company A)

One recommendation we can give from this fi nding would be that research staff and devel-
opment engineers should work more closely with the marketing and customer- facing 
departments, so that the value and market for ideas that are truly unique can be realised 
at an earlier stage. It must be noted, however, that having a unique product or technology 
is not enough to guarantee success within the healthcare sector; the innovative medical 
device must be shown to have a signifi cantly high perception of value to all stakeholders 
to be adopted by policy makers in the health service.

Value Network
When asked about how they worked with other organisations, there was a great deal of 
variation in the responses and a number of other issues were raised in response to this 
question. The results of the value network analysis are shown in Table 4. 

The topics raised included regulatory hurdles, benefi ts of lobbing with other companies 
and the role of venture capital and government or research council funding. 

It is interesting to note that one of the SMEs in this study often referred to the impor-
tance of funding from government agencies, research councils and healthcare organisations 
in the discussions: 

We are looking to try and extent the current funding; HTD [an NHS funding scheme] 
love us, they see us as being one of the better projects, so what they are telling us is 
‘apply for an extension’. (Company B)
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Yes we have had funding from a local enterprise agency, but we don’t work with others 
in terms of commercial concerns unless they are very big. (Company D)

Regulatory issues were referred to as being of high importance for sales and marketing 
teams, particularly in the SMEs where one respondent from the sales department stated 
that the company’s main challenges are with regulatory affairs issues. The multinational 
company in the study also referred to the role of researchers in its value chain. These results 
show that the value network differs considerably depending on the size of the organisation. 

It is clear from this study that a number of issues and external organisations are of 
importance to the various medical devices companies’ value chains. It is often challenging 
but necessary for the successful healthcare technology company to be aware of the opera-
tions of all of the key organisations in its value chain.

Target Market
Companies were asked about their target market and, in terms of developing and marketing 
the technology, which stakeholders are most important and what was the sequence of 
engagement with these users of the technology. Figure 1 shows the results of the number 
of coded references for each of the elements that are important in term of target market in 
relation to company size.

From Figure 1 it can be seen that the size of the company clearly does have a weighting 
on how the organisation values the necessity for user engagement in the development of 
the technology. 

Table 4: Matrix of Value Network by Company Size and Role in Company 

 Company Size Role in Company 
 SME Medium-

Sized 
Multi-

national 
Research & 

Development 
Product 
Specialist 

Sales or 
Marketing 

1. Value Network 5 1 2 3 3 2 

2. Venture Capital 
Contacts 

3 1 1 2 2 1 

3. Researchers 2 1 2 3 0 2 

4. Regulatory Issues 1 1 2 2 0 2 

5. Other Companies 5 0 1 1 1 4 

6. Funding from 
Government 
Research Council or 
Health Authorities 

5 1 2 3 2 3 

Note: The shadings relate to the relative importance of each of the elements in the table. Whereas 5 has high importance and has the 
darkest shading, 1 and 0 have low importance and hence light shading for illustration purposes. 
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It was found that the small companies in this study often referred to the importance of 
patients and clinicians when discussing the development of their technology and the target 
market, and user engagement ranked very highly with SMEs.

The answers that individuals gave when asked about who is involved in the develop-
ment of the technology can be associated with company size to a limited extent:

Well, the patient certainly and we have got clinicians on the project team so they are 
there at the beginning. (Company B, medium-sized company)

Well one of the interesting things is that the crux is the people getting the benefi t are 
not the people paying; the people who are saving money are the NHS. (Company C, 
multinational)

This may perhaps be because the large companies are dealing directly with the health 
service organisations as opposed to the individual. 

Open Business Model Themes and Challenges
Analysis of the results of the in-depth interviews enabled a number of key themes to be elic-
ited and these identifi ed specifi c innovation challenges for the medical devices companies.

The fi rst issue that the majority of companies in this study were struggling with was 
technology uniqueness and the diffi culties of marketing a new technology in a healthcare 
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market where trust and company credibility are of high importance. Emerging technolo-
gies can often struggle to fi nd acceptance in the clinical arena and in many cases small 
fi rms do not have the deep pockets required to fund large-scale clinical trials and overcome 
regulatory hurdles.

An interesting theme to emerge from this research is the importance of competitor 
networks for small companies; it has been shown that meeting competitors at events can be 
benefi cial in terms of marketing a technology and also in terms of gaining intelligence for 
competitive advantage. Recent open innovation literature (Chesbrough, 2009) has stated 
that making your own company’s know-how and intellectual property (IP) work for you 
and others can be fi nancially rewarding.

The main challenge that emerged when looking at costs and margins from an open 
innovation perspective with the case study companies is the need to look at pricing as a 
competitive strategy. Many companies are still looking at the production costs as a key 
input into the selling price, as opposed to a willingness to pay based on a potential improve-
ment of patient quality of life, which is the health economic approach often utilised by 
purchasers in the health service.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING COMMENTS
This study has shown that by analysing the six different elements of the open innova-
tion business model from a number of different perspectives within healthcare companies 
there are signifi cant variations in how the companies perceive each of the elements. These 
variations were not only dependent on the size and structure of the organisation, but also 
a degree of intra-organisational variation in outlook was observed between people in 
different departments within the one organisation. This supports the fi ndings of McAdam 
et al. (2004), which highlight differences in how ‘innovativeness’ is incorporated into SMEs 
from small to larger companies.

A number of key business challenges have emerged in both the technical and social 
domain for healthcare companies and these issues and the possible open innovation solu-
tions needed to bridge the gaps will now be discussed.

Companies often have diffi culty determining the clinical value proposition for their 
technology in relation to its advantages over existing treatment options. In a situation 
such as this, Chesbrough (2009) suggests becoming a customer or supplier of your former 
internal projects and joining with others in or beyond your industry. He outlines the 
example of Eli Lilly, which began a project called Bounty Chem to improve its sourcing 
of external ideas for developing new drugs. The company quickly realised that the project 
would be more effective if it sourced ideas for many other companies too, and so InnoCen-
tive (www.innocentive.com) began.

This would indicate that small companies could benefi t by working with larger compa-
nies to bring ideas to market and larger companies should be actively looking to invest in 
IP that is generated by SMEs. One suggestion emanating from this research would be that a 
value proposition should be created alongside a technical specifi cation for a new product. 
This value proposition should be dependent on the target market and should utilise the 
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opinions of knowledgeable patient and clinical groups. A study by Shah and Robinson 
(2006) shows that medical device users are not homogeneous but heterogeneous in several 
aspects, such as needs, skills and working environments. This is an important consideration 
for incorporating users’ perspectives in medical device technologies. In terms of realising 
profi t for a device, companies of all sizes are likely to benefi t from utilising some form of 
cost-effectiveness analysis at the development phase of a technology that has potential 
clinical benefi t (Lilford et al., 2007).

In a situation where there is a reduction in funding, such as may be the case in a future 
health service, it has been suggested that growing your ecosystem, even when you are not 
expanding as a company, will be advantageous in order to identify future opportunities 
(Chesbrough, 2009). If a company is continually engaging with its customers, collabora-
tors, industry experts, trade associations and others to identify future opportunities then 
building on the ecosystem of potential innovation partners is likely to be benefi cial in 
staying ahead of the game.

One cannot ignore the fact that medical device innovations will bring future benefi ts 
to patients; however, companies need to overcome business challenges in order for their 
innovations to be successful in the complex arena of healthcare.

This paper has aimed to highlight the challenges for companies operating in the health-
care arena; however, the authors believe that the business challenges identifi ed, such as 
globalisation, technology differentiation and the increasing costs of research and regu-
lation, are by no means unique to this sector. Therefore, the open innovation strategic 
solutions postulated could benefi t other sectors such as communications, information tech-
nology and aviation. 

Internal collaboration is almost universally viewed as good for an organisation, but, as 
stated by Hansen (2009), the challenge is to cultivate the right kind of collaboration so that 
companies can achieve things that are not possible when they work alone. This suggests 
that open innovation needs to be tailored based on a company’s business model, and the 
strategy for engaging with open innovation within this business model will be unique for 
each company. This fi nding is useful for funding organisations, venture capitalists and 
policy makers as a one-size-fi ts-all solution in relation to assisting growth and develop-
ment is unlikely to be appropriate for the medical devices sector.

This early research has shown that the development of an open innovation business 
model can be a key starting point for healthcare companies to allow organisations within 
the healthcare sector to work together, improving how new medical technologies are 
brought to the patient.
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Consumer Ethnocentrism and  Conspicuous 
Consumption of Domestic and  Foreign 

Consumer Goods in Mozambique, a 
 Less-Developed SADC Country
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ABSTRACT 

The focus of this study is on implications of consumer ethnocentrism and conspicuous-
ness on buyers’ behaviour in one of the least researched but rapidly growing economic 

groups in the world – the Southern African Development Community (SADC). This study 
examines how ethnocentric tendencies and conspicuousness of foreign products infl uence 
consumer preferences in the context of imports from South Africa, the most developed 
SADC state, into Mozambique, the least developed SADC state. The survey involved 273 
representatives of different ethnic groups. Structural equation modelling was employed 
to test the model and hypotheses (using LISREL 8.8). The paper suggests that the out-
come of the consumer dilemma between ethnocentric consumption of domestic products 
on the one hand, and conspicuous consumption of foreign products on the other, depends 
upon the consumption mode of products – whether products are publicly or privately 
consumed.

Key Words: Mozambique; South Africa; consumer ethnocentrism; conspicuousness

INTRODUCTION
The rapid pace of integration in the Southern African Development Community (SADC) 
has revealed new opportunities and challenges for international marketers in the region. A 
free trade area was established for the twelve member states of the SADC in January 2008, 
resulting in a signifi cant reduction of tariff barriers (Free Trade Area, 2008; Southern African 
Development Community, 2009). However, new non-tariff and intangible barriers have 
been re-enforced by national governments. One such barrier is consumer ethnocentrism. 

* DCU Business School, Dublin City University
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A factor of domestic product bias, consumer ethnocentrism is used by the least devel-
oped SADC states as a powerful tool in ‘buy local’ campaigns aimed at supporting national 
industry while competing with intra-regional imports. However, the effects of consumer 
ethnocentrism in the least developed SADC states may be mitigated by the conspicuous-
ness of products imported from the more developed SADC states. 

This study examines how ethnocentric tendencies and conspicuousness of foreign prod-
ucts infl uence consumer preferences in the context of imports from South Africa, the most 
developed SADC state, to Mozambique, the least developed SADC state (Free Trade Area, 
2008). Although the primary focus of the study is on the variables of consumer ethno-
centrism and conspicuous consumption (CC), an additional variable of susceptibility to 
interpersonal infl uence is embedded into our analysis to trace the origin of conspicuous 
consumption of foreign products in the Mozambican context. 

The choice of the countries is justifi ed for three major reasons. First, the two countries 
have geographic proximity and thus are closely related to each other economically. Second, 
the countries exemplify two extremes of economic development in the SADC region: 
South Africa is the most developed state and Mozambique is the least developed state 
(Free Trade Area, 2008). This may infl uence the impact of ethnocentrism and conspicuous-
ness on attitudes of Mozambican buyers towards products imported from South Africa. 
Finally, the two countries have strong trade bonds. South Africa is the largest importer 
into Mozambique, with 33 per cent of Mozambican imports. Additionally, Mozambique 
is a key market for South African produce as it accounts for 20 per cent of South African 
exports to the SADC (Instituto Nacional de Estatística, 2007a; Instituto Nacional de Estatís-
tica, 2007b; Department of Trade and Industry of South Africa, 2010).

The objective of the study is twofold: (1) to show the validity of a proposed model of 
consumer ethnocentrism and conspicuousness effects in the Mozambican context, and (2) 
to show that consumer goods with personal and public modes of consumption differ in 
their susceptibility to the effects of consumer ethnocentrism and conspicuousness of South 
African products in Mozambique. 

The paper is organised into six sections. First, we discuss the background of the study 
and then, in the second section, review prior research into major issues of the study. The 
third section presents hypotheses and a model. The fourth section describes the methodo-
logical framework. The fi fth section is devoted to results of the study. Finally, we discuss 
the implications of our study and suggest directions for further research in the area. 

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 
Mozambique is a former Portuguese colony, located in the south-eastern part of the 
African continent. It is a member of the Southern African Development Community, which 
includes such economies as South Africa, Angola, Botswana, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Namibia, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia 
and Zimbabwe. The SADC classifi es Mozambique as the least developed member state 
and one of the fastest growing economies in the region. Upon establishment of the SADC 
Free Trade Area in 2008, Mozambique reduced its tariff barriers to imports from other 
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member states (Free Trade Area, 2008). Reduction of tariffs coupled with rapid economic 
growth transformed Mozambique into a highly attractive market for the SADC exporters 
(Free Trade Area, 2008; Department of Trade and Industry of South Africa, 2010). 

Although most academics and practitioners agree that the Free Trade Area might 
strengthen the Mozambican industrial goods sector, opinions diverge concerning poten-
tial benefi ts of trade liberalisation for the national producers of consumer goods (Notícias, 
2007; Langa, 2009). Some practitioners believe that national producers of agricultural and 
processed consumer goods are threatened by imports from more developed neighbouring 
countries whose advanced infrastructures allow production of better quality goods at 
lower cost (Notícias, 2007; Langa, 2009). South Africa is the largest importer into Mozam-
bique (Instituto Nacional de Estatística, 2007b). 

To date, national production of consumer goods in Mozambique has been dominated 
by consumables, e.g. food. Consumer durables, e.g. household items and clothing articles, 
account for a small share of the national consumer goods supply (Instituto Nacional de 
Estatística, 2007a). By and large, very few product categories are branded. Branding plays 
a role in marketing of non-perishable food, e.g. sugar, biscuits, beer, rice, oil and juice. 
However, it is rare in the case of highly perishable food items and consumer durables. For 
example, branding remains unpopular for such categories as meat, fi sh, vegetables, fruit, 
kitchen utensils, furniture and clothing. The rare use of branding contributes to the low 
semiotic value and prestige of Mozambican products. 

Branded products are actively marketed in Mozambique. However, some marketing 
tools, which are effi cient in advanced countries, are less effi cient in the Mozambican 
context. For example, print advertising in publications may have low reach because most 
of the population cannot afford newspapers or journals. Further, television and internet 
advertising may also have low reach, especially in peri-urban and rural areas, where most 
of the population do not have access to television and the internet. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
The review of existing literature starts with the presentation of key concepts of the study, 
namely, consumer ethnocentrism, conspicuous consumption of products and its predictor, 
susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence. It further discusses previously studied main and 
moderating effects of the three phenomena. The review ends with a discussion of prior 
research into consumer ethnocentrism, conspicuousness and interpersonal infl uence in the 
African context. 

Consumer Ethnocentrism
The term ‘consumer ethnocentrism’ has its origin in the concept of ethnocentrism that 
initially was purely sociological but transformed into a psychosocial construct with 
relevance to both individual-level personality systems and socio-cultural frameworks 
(Campbell and LeVine, 1961; Shimp and Sharma, 1987; Sumner, 2002). Ethnocentrism was 
fi rst defi ned in 1907 as ‘the view of things in which one’s own group is the centre of every-
thing, and all others are scaled and rated with reference to it’ (Sumner, 2002: 13). It was 
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further specifi ed as ‘a tendency in the individual to be “ethnically centered”, to be rigid 
in his acceptance of the culturally “alike” and his rejection of the “unlike”’ (Adorno et 
al., 1982: 102). In other words, ethnocentrism presumes seeing one’s own ethnic group as 
virtuous and superior, one’s own standards of value as universal and out-groups (those 
who do not belong to the group) as contemptible and inferior (Hammond and Axelrod, 
2006). Consequently, ethnocentrism is associated with favouritism of in-groups (one’s own 
group) and discriminatory attitudes toward out-groups (Hammond and Axelrod, 2006). 

The term ‘consumer ethnocentrism’ was fi rst formally introduced by Shimp and Sharma 
(1987) as an economic form of ethnocentrism in order to understand what purchase behav-
iour is acceptable or unacceptable to the in-group and, more importantly, to explain why 
some consumers have negative orientations toward products manufactured outside their 
native country (Shimp, 1984). Consumer ethnocentrism was further defi ned as a set of 
beliefs held by consumers about the appropriateness, indeed morality, of  purchasing 
 foreign-made products (Shimp and Sharma, 1987). 

According to the concept of consumer ethnocentrism, highly ethnocentric consumers 
feel that purchasing foreign products is wrong because it hurts the national economy, 
causes unemployment and, above all, is unpatriotic (Shimp and Sharma, 1987). Further-
more, to such consumers products from other countries (out-groups) are ‘objects of 
contempt’ (Shimp and Sharma, 1987). Hence, ethnocentric consumers are less likely to 
purchase imported products (Thelen et al., 2006). By contrast, non-ethnocentric consumers 
evaluate foreign products more objectively, on the basis of their merits – e.g. price and 
quality – and without consideration of the country of origin (Shimp and Sharma, 1987; 
Netemeyer et al., 1991; Thelen et al., 2006). For this reason, non-ethnocentric consumers 
may evaluate non-domestic products more favourably (Shimp and Sharma, 1987). 

Some authors argue that, despite being a relatively stable tendency, consumer ethnocen-
trism is not absolutely static. It may occasionally rise when the national economy and the 
socioeconomic welfare of the population are endangered (Sharma et al., 1995; Caruana and 
Chircop, 2002). Clearly, elevated consumer ethnocentrism does not always directly trans-
form into ethnocentric behaviours of individual consumers in such times. However, it may 
trigger protectionist measures by national governments, which, in turn, may encourage 
domestic product favouritism among consumers by appealing to their patriotic feelings 
via buy local campaigns (John and Brady, 2009). 

Conspicuous Consumption of Products
Spanning over three centuries, the research related to conspicuous consumption dates 
back to 1700 (Mason, 1998). However, a real interest in conspicuous consumption emerged 
only a few decades ago (Mason, 1995), long after Veblen’s landmark 1899 study The Theory 
of the Leisure Class (Veblen, 1994), which formally introduced the concept. 

Conspicuous consumption is an overt display of wealth (Veblen, 1994). To be classi-
fi ed as conspicuous products must satisfy two criteria. First, they should convey affl uence 
and the high status of their owner. This function is best performed by products that are 
unnecessary and expensive because such products, in the terminology of Veblen (1994), 
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are potential ‘conspicuous waste’. Necessary products with unnecessary elements, making 
them expensive but not proportionately increasing their serviceability, may also convey 
wealth and status. This implies that product conspicuousness is not limited to luxury prod-
ucts only. It may also be extended to necessity products that are branded because brands 
may add prestige to products without increasing their serviceability (Piron, 2002). This 
is signifi cant in the context of low-income societies where consumption is dominated by 
necessity products, e.g. food. 

Second, to be conspicuous products should be consumed in an overt way. In other 
words, conspicuous products have a public, as opposed to private, mode of consumption. 
This second criterion draws a clear distinction between owning status-laden possessions 
and conspicuous consumption (O’Cass and McEwen, 2004). Veblen (1994) notes that some-
times consumption of expensive articles refl ecting the social status of their owner is not 
carried out under the eyes of observers. For instance, the use of expensive kitchen uten-
sils and household apparatus, and the consumption of many food items, is hidden from 
outsiders (Veblen, 1994). In order for a status product to be conspicuous, one must consume 
it publicly. A visual conceptualisation of product conspicuousness is given in Figure 1. 
Note that the category of product conspicuousness is narrower than that of product status.

Research suggests that the status of publicly consumed products is deduced mainly 
from extrinsic cues such as country of origin (COO) and brand image (Marcoux et al., 1997; 

Figure 1: Definition of Product Conspicuousness

Source: Based on Veblen (1994) and O’Cass and McEwen (2004)
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O’Cass and Frost, 2002; O’Cass and McEwen, 2004; Wang and Chen, 2004). The conspicu-
ousness of a particular product draws mainly from brand image rather than COO when its 
brand is marketed as global or its COO is a poorer country. However, COO plays a greater 
role in product conspicuousness if it represents a wealthier country. That is, if the country 
of origin is relatively more affl uent, then its products are considered prestigious and convey 
status on their owners in a country that is less prosperous (Dichter, 1962; Bilkey and Nes, 
1982). Marcoux et al. (1997) found that products from advanced economies such as the 
United States (US), Canada and Western European countries were considered as conspic-
uous by consumers from an emerging economy, Poland. Similarly, imports from the same 
group of countries were perceived as conspicuous in a developing country, China (Wang 
and Chen, 2004). As this study examines consumer decisions in the context of imports from 
a more developed country into a less developed one, the study focuses on conspicuousness 
due to the country of origin effect.

Susceptibility to Interpersonal Infl uence
Bearden et al. (1989: 473) defi ne susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence as:

…the need to identify or enhance one’s image with signifi cant others through the acqui-
sition and use of products and brands, the willingness to conform to expectations of 
others regarding purchase decisions, and/or the tendency to learn about products and 
services by observing others and/or seeking information from others. 

Marcoux et al. (1997: 9) offered a working defi nition for the phenomenon, describing it as 
‘the sensitivity to others’ opinions’. 

By and large, susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence is not a central feature of a 
consumer profi le in individualistic cultures (Childers and Rao, 1992; Mourali et al., 2005). 
Yet it is an integral part of societies with high levels of collectivism, where the values of 
interdependence and conformity make consumers more concerned about the opinions of 
key reference groups – family members, friends and colleagues, etc. (Childers and Rao, 1992; 
Mourali et al., 2005). The phenomenon is, therefore, more pertinent to studying consumer 
decisions in collectivistic cultures. Specifi cally, it may be helpful to a better understanding 
of consumer preferences for domestic versus foreign products in the context of a collectiv-
istic African society such as Mozambique (Knauder, 2000). 

Effects of Consumer Ethnocentrism, Conspicuousness and Interpersonal Infl uence 
In most studies the effects of consumer ethnocentrism were negative in the case of foreign 
products and positive in the case of domestic products. That is, consumer ethnocentrism is 
a factor of domestic product bias and rejection of imports. As regards rejection of imports, 
ethnocentricity of consumers resulted in negative attitudes toward foreign products in 
Shimp and Sharma (1987), Bawa (2004) and Kwak et al. (2006). According to Shimp and 
Sharma (1987), Suh and Kwon (2002) and Yoo and Donthu (2005), consumer ethnocen-
tric tendencies conditioned less favourable beliefs about imports. In addition to this, the 
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phenomenon was a factor of unwillingness to buy and negative purchasing intentions 
toward foreign products (Shimp and Sharma, 1987; Nijssen and Douglas, 2004). 

Some authors confi rmed the impact of consumer ethnocentric tendencies (CET) 
on domestic product bias. Specifi cally, Shimp and Sharma (1987) and Jakubanecs et al. 
(2005) found that consumer ethnocentrism evoked favourable attitudes toward domestic 
produce. Furthermore, the ethnocentrism of consumers had a positive effect on buyers’ 
beliefs about the quality and characteristics of national products in Shimp and Sharma 
(1987) and Dmitrovic et al. (2009). Finally, consumer ethnocentrism was found to be an 
antecedent of intentions to purchase and ownership of local products (Shimp and Sharma, 
1987; Wang and Chen, 2004; Nguyen et al., 2008). 

The effects of COO-related product conspicuousness were addressed by Marcoux et al. 
(1997) and Wang and Chen (2004). The overall conspicuousness of products from a foreign 
country resulted in acceptance of a specifi c product from that country and rejection of 
its national alternative. For example, conspicuousness of products from the US, Canada 
and Western European countries caused negative purchasing intentions toward domestic 
clothing, electronics and cosmetics in Poland (Marcoux et al., 1997). Likewise, conspicu-
ousness of products from the same group of advanced societies was a factor in the negative 
beliefs about domestic products in the Chinese context (Wang and Chen, 2004). 

Very few studies that focused on status products with public modes of consumption 
in developing societies examined the effects of consumer ethnocentrism and COO-based 
product conspicuousness simultaneously. One such study (Wang and Chen, 2004) 
concluded that in the developing world the effects of the two variables move in opposite 
directions, pointing to a dilemma in consumer decisions. On the one hand, consumers feel a 
moral obligation to support national industry and engage in the ethnocentric consumption 
of domestic products. On the other hand, the prestige of products from a more advanced 
foreign country may occasionally spur conspicuous consumption of imported products. 
Clearly, advanced societies are not absolutely exempt from such a dilemma because even 
there some national products may be less prestigious than their foreign alternatives. Never-
theless, the dilemma seems to be an essential element of consumer decisions in developing 
economies. This fi nding of Wang and Chen (2004) should be confi rmed in other devel-
oping societies. 

This consumer dilemma in the context of exports from more advanced countries to 
less advanced economies seems to be consistent with the reference group and reinforce-
ment theories of ethnocentrism (LeVine and Campbell, 1972). The reference group theory 
postulates that where there are substantial differences in the wealth of groups, wealthier 
groups are not only resented but are also admired and emulated by poorer groups. This 
principle is parallel to that of the reinforcement theory, which states that representatives of 
poorer groups admire and imitate members of more affl uent groups. The theories of refer-
ence group and reinforcement provide an additional support to the idea that consumers 
from less developed countries may feel both resentment towards and admiration for 
imports from more advanced countries. In line with this, decisions to purchase foreign 
products in a poorer society are likely to come across two pressures: ethnocentric feelings 
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and perceived conspicuousness of imports from the wealthier country. These two opposed 
pressures form the nub of the consumer dilemma. 

The effects of susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence in the context of conspicuous 
consumption are greater in the case of the more expensive conspicuous durables, weaker in 
the case of less expensive conspicuous durables, and absent in the case of foreign consum-
ables. For instance, the infl uence was strong in respect of consumer decisions about such 
expensive conspicuous durables as automobiles (Grinblatt et al., 2004). By contrast, the 
phenomenon had a weak impact when less expensive conspicuous durables such as jeans 
and sport shoes were involved (Marcoux et al., 1997). Finally, the impact was absent in the 
case of status consumables with private modes of consumption, e.g. deodorant, perfume 
and aftershave (Marcoux et al., 1997). Such fi ndings suggest that interpersonal infl uence 
may have no effect on other types of consumables. Further research is needed to confi rm 
this proposition. 

The conceptualisation of susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence suggests its predic-
tive role in conspicuous consumption. As stated in Bearden et al. (1989), susceptibility to 
interpersonal infl uence is construed as the need to enhance one’s image in the opinion of 
signifi cant others. One may improve the opinion of reference groups by gaining higher 
social status, which, in turn, is signalled through conspicuous consumption of more expen-
sive products (Bagwell and Bernheim, 1996). This implies that susceptibility of buyers to 
interpersonal infl uence may trigger conspicuous consumption. Furthermore, suscepti-
bility to interpersonal infl uence is also designated as a tendency to learn about products 
and services by observing others (Bearden et al., 1989). This defi nition of the phenomenon 
makes it akin to such a factor of conspicuous consumption as Veblen’s (1994) ‘invidious 
comparison’. A positive impact of susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence on conspicuous 
consumption of products was empirically confi rmed by O’Cass and McEwen (2004).

Moderating Role of Consumption Mode 
As mentioned earlier, consumer decisions in developing societies often come across the 
dilemma between ethnocentric consumption and conspicuous consumption. The outcome 
of this dilemma depends upon a number of factors and product consumption mode is one 
of them. 

By defi nition, conspicuous consumption takes place when a product from a more 
advanced country has a public mode of consumption (Veblen, 1994; Marcoux et al., 
1997). This defi nition rules out the possibility of conspicuous consumption in the case of 
privately consumed products. Given this, the dilemma is more likely to result in conspic-
uous consumption of imports if a consumer decision involves products with public modes 
of consumption. By contrast, the dilemma is more likely to cause ethnocentric consump-
tion of domestic produce if the decision refers to privately consumed goods. In parallel 
with this, Piron (2000) and Essoussi and Merunka (2007) suggest that publicly consumed 
goods would be more sensitive to product conspicuousness whereas privately consumed 
products would have greater exposure to ethnocentricity. Also, consumables with private 
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rather than public modes of consumption were found to be more susceptible to the effects 
of ethnocentricity in John and Brady (2009). 

The moderating role of the product consumption mode in the consumer dilemma 
remains an under-researched issue. A greater understanding of the role of this moder-
ator may be of interest to both academics and practitioners as it may explain why in some 
cases consumers choose domestic products whereas in others they opt for their foreign 
alternatives. 

Consumer Ethnocentrism, Conspicuousness and Interpersonal Infl uence in Africa 
To date, little attention has been directed toward exploring consumer ethnocentricity 
and its effects in the African context (Saffu and Walker, 2006a; Saffu and Walker, 2006b; 
Ferguson et al., 2008; John and Brady, 2009). Ferguson et al. (2008) examines the impact of 
ethnocentric tendencies on the market for education services in fi ve west African nations: 
Burkina Faso, Ghana, the Ivory Coast, Mali and Nigeria. Saffu and Walker (2006a; 2006b) 
validate the consumer ethnocentric tendencies scale (CET-scale) in Ghana and describe 
the infl uence of consumer ethnocentrism on the attitude of the Ghanaians toward buy 
local campaigns. However, these authors did not address the relationship between ethno-
centricity and attitudes toward domestic versus foreign products. John and Brady (2009) 
research susceptibility of different categories of consumables to the effects of consumer 
ethnocentrism in Mozambique. They conclude that non-packaged rather than packaged 
consumables were more affected by buyers’ ethnocentricity, and that packaged consuma-
bles with personal (or private) rather than public modes of consumption had a higher 
susceptibility to consumer ethnocentrism. 

To the best of our knowledge, the effects of conspicuous consumption and suscepti-
bility to interpersonal infl uence have not been examined in African societies. Meanwhile, 
it follows from the above discussion that both phenomena might be highly relevant to 
African societies, especially those which may be classifi ed as developing economies with 
high levels of collectivism. By and large, the issues of consumer ethnocentrism, product 
conspicuousness and susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence remain under-researched in 
the African context. To fi ll this gap in the current literature our paper aims to explore these 
three phenomena in a collectivistic developing society in Africa – Mozambique. 

HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT AND MODEL 
The literature suggests that consumer ethnocentrism may lead to domestic product bias 
and the rejection of imports. The literature also suggests that the conspicuousness of 
products from a more advanced economy is a factor in preferences for imports from that 
country. Formally stated, we hypothesise the following: 

H1: Consumer ethnocentrism will have a positive impact on consumer preferences for 
domestic versus foreign products. 

H2: COO-related product conspicuousness will have a negative impact on consumer 
preferences for domestic versus foreign products in Mozambique. 
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Earlier studies suggest that interpersonal infl uence may have a positive effect on the 
conspicuous consumption of products. We therefore posit: 

H3: Susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence will have a positive impact on conspicuous 
consumption of foreign products. 

To ensure consumer familiarity with products in Mozambique, a low-income economy, 
the study excludes highly expensive or luxury products. Given that the role of suscep-
tibility to interpersonal infl uence is weak or absent in the case of some less expensive 
durables and consumables, we propose the following:

H4: Susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence will have weak or no impact on consumer 
preferences for domestic versus foreign products. 

The proposed structural relationships among the variables are shown in Figure 2.

As stated earlier, the dilemma that consumers fi nd themselves in between ethnocentric 
tendencies on the one hand and conspicuous consumption of products on the other is 
moderated by the product’s consumption mode. It was suggested that publicly consumed 
products would be more sensitive to product conspicuousness while personally consumed 
products would demonstrate greater exposure to the effects of ethnocentricity. Thus, we 
conjecture the following: 

H5: Consumer ethnocentrism will have a stronger impact than COO-related product 
conspicuousness on consumer preferences for domestic products with personal modes of 
consumption. 

Figure 2: Model of Consumer Ethnocentrism and Conspicuousness Effects
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H6: COO-related product conspicuousness will have a stronger impact than consumer 
ethnocentrism on consumer preferences for domestic products with public modes of 
consumption. 

METHODOLOGY 
This section is structured around six methodological elements of the study, namely, 
product choice, product classifi cation, data collection, the sample, the instrument and data 
analysis techniques. These are discussed in turn.

Product Choice 
The study focuses on national products and their South African substitutes in the Mozam-
bican market. Using foreign products from South Africa seems reasonable as they represent 
SADC imports which are likely to be signifi cantly exposed to both consumer ethnocen-
trism and conspicuous consumption. 

As Mozambique removed tariff barriers for products from SADC members, imports 
into the country grew, revealing the unpreparedness and poor competitiveness of national 
producers (Notícias, 2007; Langa, 2009). Although imports are deemed to bring benefi ts 
to Mozambican consumers, e.g. a broader range of available alternatives, they often bring 
about ethnocentric feelings among the population, who see them as a potential threat to 
national production, employment and the overall socioeconomic prosperity of the country 
(Notícias, 2007; Langa, 2009). In such a situation, South African products are likely to be a 
primary target of Mozambican consumer ethnocentrism because they represent the largest 
share in the overall amount of imports into the country (Instituto Nacional de Estatística, 
2007b). 

Despite ethnocentric sentiments towards South Africa, Mozambicans also admire this 
country for its wealth as well as for its leadership in the African continent and for its active 
stance in international relations (Notícias, 2007). Therefore, in order to gain greater social 
status, Mozambicans sometimes overtly display possessions from South Africa, making 
imports from South Africa conspicuous. 

The differences between the economic structures of the two countries imposed some 
restrictions on the choice of specifi c product categories. Being a more developed SADC 
state, South Africa produces both consumables and durables. However, in the least devel-
oped SADC state, Mozambique, production facilities and infrastructure for durable goods 
manufacturing remain underdeveloped and, thus, the production sector is dominated by 
low-price consumables. As both countries produce consumables, the study focuses only on 
this product category. 

The choice of consumables was guided by fi ve criteria. First, we chose only those 
imports of South African consumables which would have local alternatives in the Mozam-
bican market. Second, the selected consumables were sold in packages. This criterion was 
important because packages are a source of information about the country of origin. Third, 
the list of products included both branded and non-branded categories. Branded categories 
would be used in testing the susceptibility of these products to the overall conspicuousness 
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of South African imports. Fourth, the list of products included consumables with both 
personal and public modes of consumption. Finally, consumers were expected to be 
familiar with the consumables on the list. This criterion is rather complex. It presumes that 
the consumables are available in the majority of selling outlets (e.g. stores, supermarkets, 
marketplaces and stands). Also, this implies that the consumables are sold at reasonable 
prices so that the local population can afford them. The fi nal list of products included six 
consumables: chicken meat, potatoes, tea, biscuits, juice and beer. 

Product Classifi cation 
Typically, the same products can be ascribed to different classes in different societies, 
suggesting that product classifi cations vary across countries. Thus, we had to classify the 
six consumables in the Mozambican context. A pilot study of the instrument was used to 
defi ne if the consumables are packaged and to classify them into products with personal 
and public modes of consumption. At the end of the study participants were asked the 
following questions: (1) ‘Is product X normally sold in a package or without a package?’ 
and (2) ‘Is product X consumed in public places, gatherings or on the go so that everybody 
can see its name from the package?’ Forty-two participants of the pilot study agreed to 
answer these questions. 

If the majority of participants answered that the product was normally sold in a 
package, it was classifi ed as a packaged product. All products from the list were classi-
fi ed as packaged consumables. It is worth noting that the role of a package differs across 
selected consumables, determining their potential conspicuousness. As regards chicken 
meat and potatoes, packages serve mainly utilitarian purposes such as protecting prod-
ucts and providing some basic information for consumers, e.g. information about weight 
and origin of products. Packages are not used for branding purposes because chicken 
meat and potatoes are typically sold as non-branded consumables in Mozambique. As 
a consequence, packages do not contain any symbols which might make these products 
prestigious or confer status on their owner. This suggests inconspicuousness for chicken 
meat and potatoes in our study. 

By contrast, packages of such branded consumables as tea, biscuits, juice and beer 
may contain symbols which increase prestige and, thus, the potential conspicuousness of 
these products. In the case of South African consumables, prestige is also stressed by the 
‘Proudly South African’ label – a powerful symbolic reference to the wealthy country of 
origin (Proudly South African, 2010). 

If most participants answered the second question positively, the product was assigned 
to the group of consumables with public modes of consumption; otherwise, it was ascribed 
to consumables with personal modes of consumption. Chicken meat, potatoes and tea 
were assigned to the products with personal modes of consumption. This implies that 
few people see the product package when it is consumed. The remaining three products, 
specifi cally biscuits, juice and beer, were classifi ed as consumables with public modes of 
consumption. The results of the classifi cation are shown in Table 1. 
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Data Collection 
A questionnaire-based survey was used to collect data in Mozambique. The data were 
gathered from respondents residing in the southern part of Mozambique, specifi cally, 
Maputo, the capital of the state, and its adjacent areas. This part of the country was chosen 
due to its proximity to South Africa and, thus, survey participants were more likely to be 
familiar with products imported from South Africa. It is worth noting that the southern 
part of Mozambique has a higher level of socioeconomic development than the central and 
northern regions of the country. 

Sample 
The survey involved 273 respondents. Of these, 120 (44 per cent) were employed in the 
public and private sectors and 121 (44.3 per cent) were full-time students from engineering 
and management specialisations. The remaining 32 (11.7 per cent) were unemployed. 

Of the 273 participants, 264 reported their highest level of education. A number of 
respondents had a medium level of education and held a professional training degree (32 
per cent). Also, 45 per cent had a Licenciatura degree, which in the Mozambican education 
system follows a bachelor degree but precedes a masters degree. The remainder (23 per 
cent) graduated from bachelor and masters programmes. It is clear that most participants 
were educated. This may refl ect the situation in the more developed and urbanised parts 
of the country like Maputo city and its adjacent areas. 

The sample was representative in terms of the ethnic structure in southern Mozambique. 
Two hundred and fi fty (250) of the respondents reported their ethnic origin. Of these, 66 
per cent were originally from the southern provinces of Maputo, Gaza and Inhambane and 
belonged to the ethnic groups of Zulu, Swazi, Ronga, Copi (also known as Chopi), Tonga, 
Xangana and Tswa. Twenty-four (24) per cent of the sample were representatives of the 
ethnic groups of Shona, Sena, Chwuabo (also known as Chuabo) and Lomwe from the 
central provinces of Sofala, Manica, Tete and Zambezia. The remaining 10 per cent of the 
participants were from the northern regions, namely Nampula, Cabo Delgado and Niassa. 
They represented the Makhuwa and Makonde ethnic groups. 

Of the 273 respondents, 260 reported their gender. The sample was dominated by male 
respondents (76 per cent). This disparity can be explained by the fact that the number 
of men at academic institutions and public and private organisations is higher than the 
number of women. Of those who reported their age, 164 (66 per cent) identifi ed themselves 
as being between the ages of 20 and 30, and 83 participants (34 per cent) identifi ed them-
selves as being between 30 and 50. 

Personal earnings provide important information for this study, yet it is considered 
a private issue in the country and most Mozambicans avoid discussing their fi nancial 
situation, amount and sources of income with colleagues, friends and members of their 
extended family. In our sample only 198 participants disclosed their monthly earnings. Of 
these, 148 participants (74 per cent) had an income below 7,500 Meticais. The remaining 
group (26 per cent) reported earnings of between 7,500 and 30,000 Meticais. At the time of 
survey 1 Metical was equivalent to 0.03546 US dollars. 
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Instrument 
Questionnaire Development 
The process of the questionnaire design consisted of four stages. First, the instrument was 
translated from English into Portuguese, which is an offi cial language in Mozambique. The 
technique of back translation was employed to verify the quality of the Portuguese version. 
Second, a pilot study was carried out to test comprehension of the questionnaire’s items by 
potential respondents. The results of the study revealed problems of poor understanding 
of ten items and, thus, the need for further adjustments of style. Third, the modifi ed Portu-
guese version was translated back into English to compare it with the original. Finally, the 
Portuguese version was tested in a second pilot study. 

Measures 
We applied measures that had been used in prior studies. These measures are consumer 
ethnocentrism, COO-related product conspicuousness, susceptibility to interpersonal 
infl uence and attitude toward domestic versus foreign products. 

Consumer Ethnocentrism: An original version of the CET-scale was employed to measure 
ethnocentric tendencies of Mozambican consumers. This version was proposed and vali-
dated by Shimp and Sharma (1987). The scale contains seventeen items. It was validated and 
used in both developed and developing economies (Shimp and Sharma, 1987; Durvasula et 
al., 1997; Klein et al., 1998; Balabanis et al., 2001; Wang and Chen, 2004). Its reliability coeffi -
cients have always exceeded the cut-off value of 0.700, varying from α = 0.722 to α = 0.970. 
Saffu and Walker (2006a) validated the CET-scale in Ghana, a country in the western part 
of Africa. In the Ghanaian sample Cronbach’s alpha coeffi cient was 0.722. Using a reduced 
version of the CET-scale, John and Brady (2009) found α to be 0.722 in Mozambique. 

COO-Related Product Conspicuousness: We measured COO-related product conspicu-
ousness using the eighteen items of Marcoux et al. (1997). The reliability coeffi cients varied 
from 0.74 to 0.89 in a Polish study (Marcoux et al., 1997). Wang and Chen (2004) validated 
the scale in China. They reported α = 0.95. To the best of our knowledge this construct has 
not been validated in an African country setting.

Susceptibility to Interpersonal Infl uence: Susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence was 
measured by the twelve items of Bearden et al. (1989). The scale was used in a number of 
studies and was validated in the US, Poland, China, Asia and Mexico (Bearden et al., 1989; 
Marcoux et al., 1997; Ang et al., 2001; Lee et al., 2008; Phau and Teah, 2009). The internal 
consistency coeffi cients were in excess of 0.700 in Poland and Asia and in excess of 0.800 in 
the US and Mexico. 

Consumer Preferences for Domestic Products: Consumer preferences for domestic prod-
ucts were measured by consumer attitudes toward domestic products. The attitudinal 
scale contained three items borrowed from Raju and Hastak (1983) and Hastak and Olson 
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(1989). The internal consistency of these items was above 0.90. It is worth noting that the 
original scale was altered to better suit the context and purpose of the study. First, we 
changed the measurement of the scale. The original scale was based on the semantic differ-
ential which might distort perception of the items by Mozambican respondents. For this 
reason, we transformed the semantic items into a seven-point Likert-type scale. Second, we 
introduced an element of relativity into measuring attitudes. The original scale, focusing 
on absolute attitudes toward the product, was transformed into a scale measuring relative 
attitudes toward domestic versus foreign products. An exemplary item is: ‘I like Mozam-
bican tea more than South African tea.’ The items of the four above-mentioned constructs 
were measured on a 7-point Likert scale with 1 = ‘strongly disagree’ and 7 = ‘strongly 
agree’ as anchors. 

Psychometric Qualities of the Scales 
Since the scales had not been used in previous studies in Mozambique, their psychometric 
qualities were tested. The data on reliability of the scales are shown in Table 2. The internal 
consistency coeffi cients of the constructs of consumer ethnocentrism, susceptibility to 
interpersonal infl uence and attitudinal scales for potatoes, tea, juice and biscuits were in 
excess of the recommended 0.700 (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007). The reliability of the COO-
related product conspicuousness scale was above 0.800. The Cronbach’s alpha coeffi cients 
of the attitudinal scales for chicken meat and beer were below the cut-off values of 0.700, 
pointing to the complexity of factors that affect attitudes toward these products and a 
possible inadequacy of the scale for further research in Mozambique. With this proviso the 
scales for chicken meat and beer were retained for further analysis in our study. 

The reliability tests resulted in a reduction of the number of items in some scales. The 
fi nal set of items was the following: seven items in the CET-scale, three items in the COO-
related product conspicuousness scale, seven items in the susceptibility to interpersonal 
infl uence scale and three items in the attitude toward domestic products scale (see Table 2). 

Data Analysis 
Structural equation modelling was used to test the model and corresponding hypoth-
eses (Figure 2). The model shows only latent variables. To keep the diagram clear and 
simple measured variables were not included. Absence of a line connecting latent variables 
implies lack of a hypothesised direct effect. 

The hypothesised structural model examined the predictors of attitude toward domestic 
products. It was hypothesised that consumer ethnocentrism, COO-related product 
conspicuousness and susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence would be direct predictors 
of attitude toward domestic products. Additionally, it was hypothesised that COO-related 
product conspicuousness would be predicted by susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence. 

The measurement models for consumer ethnocentrism, COO-related product conspicu-
ousness, susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence and attitude toward domestic products 
are not shown in Figure 2 and deserve greater attention. The measurement model of 
consumer ethnocentrism contained seven indicators represented by items 1, 5, 7, 9, 10, 
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12 and 15 of Table 2. Similarly, the latent variable of susceptibility to interpersonal infl u-
ence was measured by seven indicators, namely items 1, 3, 6, 7, 10, 11 and 12 (Table 2). 
The indicators for the measurement model of COO-related product conspicuousness were 
three items: 10, 11 and 12 (Table 2). Finally, the measurement model of attitude toward the 
domestic product had three indicators defi ned by items 1, 2 and 3 (Table 2). 

The assumptions of the structural equation modelling were met. The sample size was 
suffi cient as it exceeded 200 cases (Reisinger and Turner, 1999) and had more than the 
required ten cases per variable (Reisinger and Turner, 1999; Schreiber, 2008). In addition, 
the descriptive statistics in the package did not reveal outliers or signifi cant violations of 
normality in the dataset. 

The model was further estimated with maximum likelihood estimation for structural 
equation modelling in LISREL 8.8. To maintain the initial sample size, missing values in 
the four constructs were imputed (du Toit et al., 2001). The model was tested six times, as 
it was tested for all six consumables (Figure 2). Propositions on conspicuousness effects, 
namely H2, H5 and H6, were not tested in the models for the non-branded consumables 
– chicken meat and potatoes. However, the causal links between the variables of product 
conspicuousness and attitudes toward these products were retained to maintain the same 
degree of freedom across all six models, an important requirement for statistical compar-
ison of the models. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Model Fit 
The six models for corresponding products had a good fi t and, thus, were supported. The 
ratio of chi-square (X2) to degrees of freedom (DF) was below the recommended maximum 
of 2 for all the models (Schreiber, 2008) (Table 3). Root mean square error of approxima-
tion (RMSEA) was in all cases below the recommended maximum of 0.060 (Schreiber, 
2008) (Table 3). Furthermore, the upper bound from the 90 per cent confi dence interval for 
RMSEA was less than 0.080 (Schreiber, 2008) (Table 3). 

It is worth noting that all the estimates of the measurement models for each of the six 
products varied signifi cantly from zero, as the t-values were greater than the critical value 
of 2 (Reisinger and Turner, 1999). The list of the t-values of the measurement models is 
given in Table 4. 

Analysis of the Model and Hypotheses
The t-statistics from the structural model were used to examine the hypotheses. The fi nd-
ings revealed a positive direct impact of consumer ethnocentrism on attitudes toward 
domestic chicken meat, tea, juice and potatoes (|t| > 2). However, the results showed no 
direct effect of ethnocentricity on attitudes toward domestic beer, juice and biscuits (|t| < 
2) (Figure 3). The hypothesis H1 is partially supported. 

COO-related product conspicuousness had a negative direct effect on attitudes toward 
domestic beer, juice and biscuits (|t| > 2) but had no signifi cant impact on attitudes toward 
tea (|t| < 2) (Figure 3). The hypothesis H2 is partially supported. This implies that the 
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overall conspicuousness of South African products will not always infl uence consumer 
preferences for branded consumables. Instead, it will play a role only in consumer deci-
sions about consumables with public modes of consumption. 

Susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence had a strong positive effect on consumer percep-
tions of conspicuousness of South African products (|t| > 2) (Figure 3). The hypothesis 

Figure 3: The Summary of the t-Values for the Model of the Six Consumables

Consumer
ethnocentrism

COO-related
product

conspicuousness

Susceptibility to
interpersonal

influence

Consumer
preferences for
domestic versus
foreign products

Personal mode:
Chicken = 3.83
Tea = 2.99
Potatoes = 4.89
Public mode:
Beer = 0.94
Juice = 2.93
Biscuits = 1.58

Personal mode:
Chicken = 1.13
Tea = –1.34
Potatoes = 0.042
Public mode:
Beer = –2.51
Juice = –3.40
Biscuits = –2.62

Personal mode:
Chicken = –0.41
Tea = 0.88
Potatoes = 1.04
Public mode:
Beer = 1.48
Juice = 1.54
Biscuits = 0.075

Personal mode:
Chicken = 4.42

Tea = 4.38
Potatoes = 4.41
Public mode:

Beer = 4.42
Juice = 4.42

Biscuits = 4.42

Note: (|t| > 2 are in bold)
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H3 was deemed true, suggesting that our fi ndings replicate the results from O’Cass and 
McEwen (2004). This implies that buyers prone to interpersonal infl uence will see greater 
prestige in South African products and will have a tendency to consume them conspicu-
ously in order to conform to the expectations of key reference groups. 

However, susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence did not have any direct infl uence on 
the formation of attitudes toward local consumables (|t| < 2), hence the hypothesis H4 
was supported (Figure 3). This result is also consistent with fi ndings from prior research 
which suggests that susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence has a weak or no effect on 
consumables. 

The summary of the results for hypotheses H1 through H4 is shown in Table 5. Since 
hypotheses H1 and H2 are partially supported, we conclude that the model of the effects 
of consumer ethnocentrism and conspicuousness is only partially valid in the Mozambican 
context. 

The hypotheses H5 and H6, tested only for branded categories of consumables, predicted 
that the products’ mode of consumption would infl uence the outcome of the consumer 
dilemma. Hypothesis H5 proposes that consumer preferences for domestic consumables 
with personal modes of consumption will be triggered by consumer ethnocentrism. By 
contrast, hypothesis H6 postulates that consumer preferences for domestic consumables 
with public modes of consumption will be elicited by conspicuousness of foreign products. 
The results support H5, as the impact of CET on attitudes toward domestic tea was greater 
than that of product conspicuousness. Despite a signifi cant link between consumer ethno-
centrism and attitudes toward juice, H6 was also supported because the effects of foreign 
product conspicuousness were relatively larger than the effects of consumer ethnocentrism. 

Table 6: Summary of the Results for Hypotheses H5–H6 

Hypothesis Tested Effect t-Values 
(CET) 

t-Values 
(CC) 

Result 

H5 Consumer ethnocentrism 
rather than COO-related 

product conspicuousness will 
have a stronger impact on 
attitudes toward domestic 

products with personal 
modes of consumption 

Tea: 2.99 
 

Tea: -1.34 
 

Supported  

H6 COO-related product 
conspicuousness rather than 
consumer ethnocentrism will 

have a stronger impact on 
attitudes toward domestic 

products with public modes 
of consumption 

Beer: 0.94 
Juice: 2.93 

Biscuits: 1.58 

Beer: -2.51 
Juice: -3.40 

Biscuits: -2.62 

Supported  
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Findings in H5 and H6 are consistent with the suggestions of Piron (2000), Essoussi and 
Merunka (2007) and John and Brady (2009). A summary of the data is shown in Table 6. 

The results of the last two hypotheses add to a better understanding of the consumer 
dilemma in the context of imports of South African consumables into Mozambique. 
 Ethnocentricity will shape consumer preferences for local packaged consumables which 
are not consumed publicly. However, the overall prestige of South African products is the 
factor which leads to negative attitudes toward national branded consumables consumed 
in public. The revised models of ethnocentrism and conspicuousness effects for consuma-
bles with personal and public modes of consumption are shown in Figures 4 and 5. Dotted 
lines imply effects which were not confi rmed. The link between the measures of suscepti-
bility to interpersonal infl uence and consumer preferences for domestic consumables was 
removed as there was no relationship between the two variables. 

CONCLUSIONS
Consistent with prior research, this paper confi rms that the effects of consumer ethnocen-
trism and foreign product conspicuousness behave in opposite directions in a developing 
African country, Mozambique. It is evident that Mozambican consumers face a dilemma 

Figure 4: Model of Consumer Ethnocentrism and Conspicuousness
Effects (Packaged Consumables with Personal Modes of Consumption)

Consumer
ethnocentrism

COO-related
product

conspicuousness

Susceptibility to
interpersonal

influence

Consumer
preferences for
domestic versus
foreign products

Figure 5: Model of Consumer Ethnocentrism and Conspicuousness
Effects (Packaged Consumables with Public Modes of Consumption)

Consumer
ethnocentrism

COO-related
product

conspicuousness

Susceptibility to
interpersonal

influence

Consumer
preferences for
domestic versus
foreign products
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in their consumer decisions. On the one hand, they have ethnocentric feelings towards 
South African imports. On the other hand, Mozambicans recognise the conspicuousness 
of imports from South Africa. When the effects of consumer ethnocentrism are stronger, 
the dilemma results in consumption of domestic products. However, when the effects of 
South African product conspicuousness are stronger, the dilemma leads to consumption of 
South African products. The outcome of the consumer dilemma depends upon a number 
of factors and the consumption mode of products is one of them. The study shows that the 
dilemma will result in favourable attitudes toward domestic consumables with personal 
modes of consumption. By contrast, the dilemma is likely to result in favourable attitudes 
toward South African consumables with public modes of consumption. 

Additionally, we confi rmed the positive impact of susceptibility to interpersonal infl u-
ence on conspicuous consumption of foreign products. Consistent with earlier studies, we 
showed that those who are prone to interpersonal infl uence will see greater prestige in 
South African products and will have a tendency to consume them conspicuously in order 
to conform to expectations of key reference groups, for example, family members, friends 
and colleagues. Also, the study pointed to the inconsistency of the effect of interpersonal 
infl uence on consumer preferences in prior research. Our fi ndings revealed no effect of 
susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence on attitudes toward consumables. 

The fi ndings suggest implications for producers in Mozambique as well as for South 
African exporters to Mozambique. Mozambican producers of consumables with personal 
modes of consumption, e.g. chicken meat, tea and potatoes, may benefi t from the ethno-
centric sentiments of Mozambicans. It may be advantageous for producers of tea to appeal 
to the patriotic feelings of Mozambicans by using national symbols and themes during 
marketing campaigns. Producers of chicken meat and potatoes might consider selling these 
products under brands incorporating national symbols. Using the label of the national buy 
local campaign – ‘Orgulho Moçambicano: Made-in-Mozambique’ – may also evoke feel-
ings of national pride and trigger consumption of domestic consumables (Unidade Técnica 
para Promoção de Produtos Nacionais, 2006). 

Mozambican producers of consumables with public modes of consumption, e.g. beer 
and biscuits, are advised to de-emphasise references to national origin because such refer-
ences do not add prestige to these products. Instead, they might raise the prestige of brands 
so as to compete with conspicuous South African products or use low price strategies to 
target the niche of consumers with lower personal incomes. South African exporters of 
consumables with public modes of consumption are recommended to incorporate national 
South African symbols into marketing campaigns in the Mozambican market. ‘Proudly 
South African’ labels promoting South Africa as a prosperous country might also confer 
prestige and trigger conspicuous consumption of these products (Proudly South African, 
2010). The national South African symbols may not have the same effect on Mozambican 
consumers in the case of consumables with personal modes of consumption. For example, 
it may be diffi cult for exporters of chicken meat, potatoes and tea to fully benefi t from 
‘Proudly South African’ labels because these products are more susceptible to the effects of 
consumer ethnocentrism rather than conspicuousness of South African products. 
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This study has several limitations. For example, we investigated the effects of consumer 
ethnocentrism and conspicuousness for only six consumables. The choice of products was 
restricted by the economic structure of Mozambique. A broader range of products could 
infl uence the results. Additionally, the sample consisted of educated residents of urban 
and suburban zones of Maputo city and its province. The results might be different if we 
included rural populations and residents of the less developed central and northern parts 
of Mozambique. 

The study also indicates new areas for future research. First, prior research has been 
focusing on only two sources of product conspicuousness – brand and COO. However, 
product conspicuousness may be inferred by consumers from a number of other cues, e.g. 
prestige of retail outlet, price and status of users of the product. We suggest exploring the 
role of these cues in conspicuousness in future research. Second, the consumer dilemma 
has been suggested for developing economies. Yet, one cannot exclude its possibility 
in advanced societies. Further research might investigate the consumer dilemma while 
comparing advanced and developing countries. Third, it might be interesting not only to 
confi rm the moderating role of consumption modes but also to examine the role of other 
moderators in the consumer dilemma (e.g. product type, involvement level and socio-
demographic parameters). Fourth, authors might explore reasons for the inconsistency of 
effects of susceptibility to interpersonal infl uence on attitudes toward consumer products. 
Qualitative research methods are likely to be the best choice in this case as they might help 
to build conceptual bases. 
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ABSTRACT 

Business students’ diffi culties in studying accounting are well documented. Support 
centres offer a route towards overcoming these diffi culties but barriers to their effective 

operation exist. The aim of this paper is to explore the potential for technology – specifi -
cally the use of discussion boards – to enhance the operation of student support centres. 
Using data collected via student questionnaires, lecturer interviews and online usage 
records, the paper examines responses to both ‘face-to-face’ and online support in the case 
of one accounting support centre. The fi ndings show that in general the Centre is posi-
tively perceived and that initial barriers are being overcome through the use of technology. 
Some student groups however were reluctant to engage with the Centre and lecturers were 
also more hesitant to participate than anticipated. The paper concludes that methods of 
addressing concerns are needed if the potential for technology to enhance supports is to 
be fully realised. 

Key Words: support centres; accounting education; technology

INTRODUCTION
Accounting is taught on a variety of business courses, including general business 
programmes, specialist accounting programmes and programmes in which business is 
a minor component. Existing research and anecdotal evidence suggests that for many 
students their experience of accounting and fi nance subjects is negative rather than 
rewarding (Geiger and Ogilby, 2000; Lucas and Meyer, 2005; Mladenovic, 2000). Supports 
centres, such as those evident in mathematics, offer a route to addressing these diffi culties, 
but there are barriers to their effective use. Such barriers include, but are not limited to, 
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lack of student awareness and perceived inaccessibility. One option to overcoming such 
barriers is to enhance support centres using technology. While technology has been used 
successfully as a teaching and learning resource within accounting education generally, 
there remains a need for a greater exploration of its potential to enhance the operation of 
accounting support centres. This study explores the responses of lecturers and students to 
the use of technology, and specifi cally the use of discussion boards, in the enhancement 
of an existing ‘face-to-face’ accounting support centre (the Centre) at one Irish university. 

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. In the next section the relevant 
literature is discussed. The problems encountered by students studying accounting are 
described. The experience of mathematics support centres is reviewed, given the similarity 
in terms of the numeric nature of the disciplines, as well as the documented experience 
and model provided by such centres. The need for research exploring the potential for 
technology to enhance support centres is elaborated upon. Data gathered using student 
questionnaires, lecturer interviews and online usage records are used to gain insight into 
student strategies for tackling problems with studying accounting, as well as student 
awareness, perceptions and usage of the supports. Finally, the conclusions drawn from 
that evidence are discussed and directions for further research are identifi ed.

LITERATURE REVIEW
This section describes the problems encountered by students studying accounting subjects. 
Research documenting experience in the use of disciplinary support centres is explored. 
The potential for technology to enhance more established face-to-face supports is described. 
Finally, the need for additional research in this area is identifi ed. 

Problems with Studying Accounting
Research suggests that for many students their experience of studying accounting subjects 
is negative rather than rewarding (Geiger and Ogilby, 2000; Mladenovic, 2000). Some 
students see accounting as being important for a career in business. For others, however, it 
is a problematic, dry, dull and boring subject area, largely numeric in form (Lucas, 2000). 
Students also approach the study of accounting in various ways. For example, Lucas and 
Meyer (2005) fi nd evidence of variations in the approach to learning between male and 
female students, and between those who specialise in accounting and those who do not. 

Students also have varying motivations for taking accounting modules at third level, 
which in turn infl uence the quality of the learning outcomes achieved (Howorth, 2001). 
Typically, accounting subjects are taught on a wide variety of general business courses, 
as well as on specialist accounting and fi nance programmes, and often as core modules, 
to students who would otherwise not have chosen these modules. In the Irish context, 
the impact of prior educational experiences is related to the approach taken by students 
to learning accounting subjects (Byrne and Willis, 2008). Students who have studied 
accounting to Leaving Certifi cate level encounter diffi culties because they overestimate the 
perceived predictability of accounting examination papers at third level. Byrne and Willis 
(2001) highlight the extent to which this ‘predictability’ at second level is not just confi ned 
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to the topics being examined, but also to the ways in which they were being examined, 
with the style and content being virtually unchanged over the years. 

To date, research exploring issues in studying accounting subjects in the Irish context 
has largely focused on the experiences of those on specialist accounting programmes. 
Greater consideration is needed of the wider population of business students studying 
accounting subjects and the diffi culties which they experience in so doing. 

Disciplinary Support Centres 
One method of addressing specifi c diffi culties in disciplinary areas is the use of discipli-
nary support centres. Examples have existed in the area of mathematics for a number of 
years, both in the Irish third level sector and internationally. Such centres aim to improve 
student retention and to address defi ciencies in the mathematical competence of gradu-
ates. Good practice in the provision of mathematics support centres points to the need for 
such centres to have clear, autonomous identities separate from but with collaborative and 
complementary connections to discipline-specifi c programme providers (MacGillivray, 
2008). The provision of one-to-one support, either by appointment or on a ‘drop-in’ basis, 
is a key component of most mathematics support centres, although students’ unwilling-
ness to use such supports is also identifi ed as a key barrier to their effectiveness (Croft, 
2008; Lawson et al., 2001; Lawson et al., 2003; MacGillivray, 2008). 

Evidence suggests that barriers to engagement with support mechanisms are complex 
(Clegg et al., 2006; Symonds et al., 2008). Students often need to be facilitated in making 
the fi rst step, with conclusive evidence of consequent improvements in academic perfor-
mance often diffi cult to establish (Croft, 2008; Lawson et al., 2003; Mac an Bhaird, 2008; Pell 
and Croft, 2008). Lack of awareness of the centre’s location, of the facilities available and 
to whom they are accessible, unhelpful staff, student embarrassment and fear of appearing 
‘stupid’ in front of peers and teaching staff, and a general sense of there simply being 
too many problems to be addressed all act as barriers to availing of the supports offered 
(Lawson et al., 2001; Symonds et al., 2008). Mathematics support centres provide a model 
suitable for use in addressing the diffi culties which business students face when studying 
accounting. The problems encountered in successfully operating such centres, particu-
larly in relation to student engagement, require the careful adaption of the model to an 
accounting context. Specifi cally, the focus needs to be on how students learn and towards 
the creation of ‘an environment within which students can be properly supported in their 
learning in ways that avoid the need to seek help that individualizes “problems” in a nega-
tive way’ (Clegg et al., 2006: 112). 

The Potential for Technology to Enhance Support Centres
Race (1998) highlights the importance of students being active in their own learning and 
the need to engage with students on their own terms and in contexts that are relevant to 
them. The use of technology is suggested as one of the means of achieving this (Biggs, 
2003; Boyce, 1999; Persell, 2004). As noted by Watson et al. (2007), many institutions have 
invested substantial resources in web-based packages such as Blackboard and WebCT to 

IJM.indb   75IJM.indb   75 23/12/2010   09:31:4123/12/2010   09:31:41



76  Exploring the Potential for Technology to Enhance the Operation of Student Support Centres

offer online courses or to enhance regular face-to-face classes. These are two of a number 
of products that use the internet as a delivery platform for course management, thereby 
creating a virtual learning environment (VLE). Watson et al. (2007) also highlight the 
importance of understanding how the use of technology can improve the learning process. 

Practical diffi culties associated with online interaction to support students include the 
lack of immediate response or feedback given the temporally asynchronous nature of the 
interaction, the lack of verbal cues, the potential for under-use or abuse of the online facili-
ties, and the time needed to moderate and monitor the discourse (McLuckie and Topping, 
2004: 563).  While potential exists for technology to add to the learning process, there is 
also a danger of reinforcing the surface approach to learning already documented in 
students of accounting (Booth and Winzar, 1993; Byrne and Flood, 2004). Rainsbury and 
Malcolm (2003) fi nd very little evidence of the use of asynchronous web-based delivery in 
an accounting context. In their pilot study, a discussion board exercise in an intermediate 
accounting course was evaluated. They report that students from non-English backgrounds 
and mature students found it easier to express an opinion and contribute to discussions 
via discussion boards. Such students also liked the fl exibility the discussion board gave 
them by giving them time to prepare responses and to analyse other students’ ideas at their 
convenience. 

Persell (2004) identifi ed fi ve ways in which the use of discussion boards contributed 
to improving pedagogy: making thinking visible to other students and to the instructor; 
creating an archive; facilitating the review of ideas; revealing the scaffolding necessary; 
and increasing engagement of both students and lecturer. VLEs, and particularly discus-
sion boards, appear to offer one method of addressing diffi culties with student engagement 
with disciplinary support centres. There is little evidence in the literature, however, on 
the use of discussion boards in this way, particularly as part of a disciplinary support for 
students encountering problems with studying accounting. 

In summary, the diffi culties which many business students face when studying 
accounting, particularly those on non-specialist degrees, are well documented. One 
method used in other disciplinary areas to address such diffi culties is the provision of 
support centres. However, the experience to date with such centres has been mixed and the 
barriers to their successful use need to be addressed. Discussion boards in particular have 
the potential to overcome some of these barriers, although business students’ responses to 
these technologies are not well documented in this context. The objective of this paper is 
therefore to explore the potential for using technology to enhance student support centres, 
through the investigation of its use in an accounting support centre. The research approach 
adopted is described in the following section. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This section of the paper develops the research objective and presents the research approach 
adopted, including a discussion of the research site and a description of the data collection 
process and of the sample population. 
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Research Objective
In order to explore the potential for technology to enhance the operation of student support 
centres, this paper documents student and lecturer responses to the enhancement of an 
existing ‘face-to-face’ support centre through the addition of an online discussion board. 
Specifi cally the paper examines the following aspects: 

• Student strategies for tackling problems with studying accounting 

• Awareness of the supports (face-to-face and online)

• Perception of the supports (face-to-face and online)

• Usage of the supports (face-to-face and online)  

The extent to which the student responses to the support centre vary according to their 
programme of study is also considered, as existing literature (for example, Byrne and 
Willis, 2008) suggests that non-specialist students may experience different diffi culties and 
have different responses. 

The Research Site
The research site for this study was an accounting support centre established at one Irish 
university. The rationale for setting up the Centre was to assist students experiencing 
diffi culties with accounting in a manner similar to the support provided by mathematics 
supports centres. Face-to-face support was offered to students, on a drop-in basis, by staff 
of the Centre. One year into its operation, in order to enhance the Centre and to facilitate 
greater use of the support available, online discussion boards were developed and hosted 
via the institutional VLE (Blackboard). These discussion boards were moderated by staff 
of the Centre. The research study takes place six weeks after the online element had been 
launched and looks back at the operation of both facilities to that point. 

Data Collection 
Data were collected in three ways. A questionnaire, designed to elicit student responses to 
the Centre, was administered to students taking introductory accounting modules during 
scheduled accounting classes. The questionnaire gathered information in three areas. The 
fi rst part concerned the students’ programme of study and their strategies for tackling diffi -
culties; the second section related to awareness, perceptions and usage of the face-to-face 
support; and the third dealt with awareness, perceptions and expected usage of the online 
support. Prior to completing the questionnaire the purpose of the study was explained and 
the students were reassured that their individual responses were confi dential and would 
only be used for research purposes. Table 1 presents a breakdown of the sample and the 
usable response rate for each programme group. The overall response rate was 42 per cent. 

For each of the groups represented in Table 1, introductory accounting modules are 
core, mandatory modules on their programme of study. The specialist group (students 
studying for a degree in Accounting or Finance) take introductory accounting modules 
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which provide the foundation for a series of compulsory modules to be taken in later 
years. The business major group have the option to take a range of further accounting 
modules within a broad business degree. The business minor group comprises students 
who specialise in other disciplinary areas but who take a range of mandatory introductory 
accounting modules. The literature suggests that there may be differences in the problems 
encountered by students studying accounting on different programmes of study, and these 
differences might also impact on their response to the support offered. A chi-squared test 
was used to investigate differences in responses between each of the student groupings. 
This test is used in investigating differences in data presented in the form of a contingency 
table. Signifi cance was established at the 1 per cent level. 

Secondly, actual usage of the online supports was measured by the number of hits on 
the Blackboard website (a ‘hit’ was recorded when a student accessed the contents of the 
discussion board). This data were collated for the six-week period immediately following 
the launch of the online support. Total registered users consisted of 1,800 students, 12 
lecturers and 5 support centre staff. 

Finally, to gain the response of the lecturers, unstructured interviews were conducted. 
The interviews were guided by a list of open-ended questions based on the aspects inves-
tigated in the student questionnaire. Punch (1998) describes unstructured interviews as a 
way to understand the complex behaviour of people without imposing any a priori catego-
risation which might limit the fi eld of inquiry. Taking into account the research objectives 
of the study, this approach was deemed the most appropriate.

The next section discusses the research fi ndings, specifi cally in relation to student strat-
egies for tackling problems with studying accounting, and awareness, perception and 
usage of both the face-to-face and online support. 

RESEARCH FINDINGS
Student Strategies for Tackling Problems with Studying Accounting
Students were asked how they deal with problems with studying accounting, with each 
respondent allowed to choose as many responses as were relevant from a range of options. 
Table 2 lists the options and reports the level of responses for each of the three distinct 
student groups (specialist, business major and business minor). All student groups 
reported the same level of use of peer supports (30 per cent). The results indicate that the 
groups otherwise have different strategies when faced with a diffi culty. A chi-squared test 

Table 1: Student Survey Response Rates 

Group Sample Size Response Rate 
Specialist  123 47      (38%) 

Business major 181 89      (49%) 

Business minor 156 55      (35%) 

Total 460 191    (42%) 
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shows that the association between rows and columns is not independent and this is statis-
tically signifi cant (chi-square = 17.190, DF = 12, P-Value = 0.009). 

The business minor students’ responses reveal they are less likely to consult lecturers and 
tutors, or the Centre, than either the specialist or business major groups. There is no signifi -
cant difference between the strategies adopted by the specialist and business major groups 
(chi-square = 3.019, P-Value = 0.389, when the business minor column is excluded from 
the analysis). Both these groups are amenable to consulting lecturers and tutors. However, 
at the time of the questionnaire, only 8.8 per cent of total responses indicate a willing-
ness to use either the face-to-face or the online support of the Centre when faced with an 
accounting diffi culty. 

Lecturers expressed a variety of views on how students tackle diffi culties. All felt that 
when students decide to tackle a problem, they fi rst try to fi gure it out for themselves, after 
which their most important support is their classmates. Only a minority of the lecturers 
(three) felt that the typical student would consult a lecturer. For two of these three, this 
view was expressed in somewhat aspirational terms, for example, ‘I would like to think 
they would ask me fi rst.’ Similarly, only two lecturers felt that the typical student would 
consult with tutors. Most lecturers felt that the majority of students would not use either 
the face-to-face or the online supports. 

Awareness and Perception of the Face-to-Face Support
Literature suggests that lack of use of the support centre might be explained by either a 
lack of awareness (Lawson et al., 2003) or by negative preconceptions (Symonds et al., 
2008). The questionnaire sought to gauge awareness and perception of the supports across 
the three student groups. Table 3 reports the proportion of respondents who were aware 
of the face-to-face support. 

The fi ndings indicate a high level of awareness in two of the groups but a low level of 
awareness in the business minor group (chi-sq. = 72.35, at the 1 per cent level). It should 

Table 2: Student Strategies for Responding to Difficulties 

Strategy Specialist 
 

No.       % 

Business 
Major 

No.       % 

Business 
Minor 

No.        % 

Total 
  

No.       % 
Don’t seek help 29 33 63 39 50 56 142 42 

Ask classmates 26 30 50 31 27 30 103 30 

Consult tutor/lecturer 25 29 32 20 8 9 65 19 

Use the Centre  7 8 18 11 5 6 30 9 

Total observations 87 100 163 100 90 100 340 100 
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be noted that the group with the lowest reported level of awareness is taught by a lecturer 
involved directly in the establishment of the Centre and by a second lecturer whose inter-
view suggests a positive response to the Centre. Table 4 presents student perceptions of the 
face-to-face support of the Centre. The results show positive perceptions across all groups, 
with 94 per cent of respondents agreeing that ‘it is a good idea’. 

Students’ awareness and perceptions may also be infl uenced by lecturers’ awareness and 
perception. All lecturers displayed a convincing awareness of the face-to-face support. 
They knew where and how it operated. For example, a number of lecturers commented 
on their observing students attending the Centre and of the apparent level of demand for 
its services, as evidenced by students queuing outside the door while waiting to meet with 
Centre staff. While they all expressed guarded support for the concept of an accounting 
support centre, issues in relation to responsibility for and the control of such student 
supports were also raised. The extent to which supports should be provided on a disci-
plinary basis, as per the operation of the Centre, rather than at the level of individual 
modules and therefore the responsibility of individual module lecturers, constituted the 
core of these concerns. A number of lecturers expressed the worry that students might use 
the face-to-face support instead of approaching the lecturer. 

Lecturers varied in their perceptions of the supports. All who taught introductory mate-
rial had given initial information to their students about the Centre. The extent to which 
this was followed up with subsequent announcements, emails or notices on their own indi-
vidual module blackboard sites varied considerably though. Three lecturers displayed real 
involvement, describing how they advised students of the face-to-face support throughout 
the academic year. They also referred individual students to the Centre. The remainder 
appeared largely disengaged. Generally lecturers expressed the opinion that they would 

Table 3: Level of Awareness of the Centre’s Face-to-Face Support 

‘Are You Aware of the 
Accounting and Finance 
Resource Centre?’ 

Specialist 
 

No.              % 

Business 
Major 

No.            % 

Business 
Minor 

No.            % 

Total 
 

No.           % 
‘Yes’ 44               94 82             92 19             35 145         76 

Total response 47             100 89           100 55           100 191       100 

Table 4: Positive Perception of the Centre’s Face-to-Face Support 

‘I Think the Centre 
Is a Good Idea’ 

Specialist 
No.              % 

Business Major 
No.                % 

Business Minor 
No.              % 

Total 
No.            % 

‘Yes’ 35                97 81                  94 47                  90 163           94 

Total response 36              100 86                100 52                100 174         100 
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only refer a student to the Centre if the student’s diffi culties did not relate to the subject 
matter of their own lectures, that is, if such students had more extensive or more funda-
mental problems than the lecturer had the time to address. One lecturer went so far as to 
express the opinion that referring a student to the Centre would be ‘a dereliction of duty’. 

Usage of the Face-to-Face Support 
Table 5 reports usage of the face-to-face support among the student groups. The low level 
of usage reported (7 per cent of those sampled) cannot be explained by lack of awareness 
(except perhaps in the case of the business minor students) or negative perceptions; nor 
can it entirely be explained by reluctance to seek help outside the peer group, since both 
the specialist and the business major groups already seek help from tutors and lecturers 
(see Table 2). 

Table 6 reports the main reasons given by respondents for non-usage of the face-to-face 
support (other than lack of awareness or knowledge). These reasons refl ect categorisa-
tion of a longer list of options given on the questionnaire. Fifty-one per cent of business 
major respondents, 30 per cent of specialist respondents and only 18 per cent of business 
minor respondents indicate that their primary reason for not using the Centre is that they 
are ‘coping well’. A statistically signifi cant chi-square of 20.349 (at the 1 per cent level) 
confi rms that the association between the reasons of non-usage and population subsamples 
is not independent. Additionally, two-by-two chi-square tests of the specialist, business 
major and business minor categories are statistically signifi cant. The main barriers to usage 
identifi ed by respondents concern timing (not having the time to access the Centre or the 
Centre being open at unsuitable hours) and information (not knowing where and how to 
access the Centre). 

Lecturers considered that the main reason for non-use of the Centre could be that 
students are already coping well with materials. They had doubts about the extent to 
which students use the face-to-face supports, other than in the immediate pre-examination 
period. Some suggested that cultural issues could be implicated, citing students’ reluc-
tance to present with problems, due largely to a fear of ‘loss of face’. Lecturers felt that 
Irish students may feel intimidated and prefer to simply address problems independently. 

Table 5: Usage of the Centre’s Face-to-Face Support 

‘Have You ever 
Used the Centre?’ 

Specialist 
No.             % 

Business Major 
No.             % 

Business Minor 
No.              % 

Total 
No.              % 

‘Yes’ 6                 13 5                   6 2                  4 13                7 

‘No’ 41               87 84               94 53               96 178             93 

Total  47             100 89              100 55              100 191            100 
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Awareness and Perception of the Online Support
As Table 7 shows, 64 per cent of the respondents were aware of the online support. 
However, the business minor group displayed a signifi cantly lower level of awareness, at 
only 22 per cent, a fi nding signifi cant (at the 1 per cent level) with a chi-square of 59.10. As 
can be seen in Table 8, there was a positive perception (i.e. the concept is ‘a good idea’) of 
the online support across all groups, with 97 per cent responding that it would be of benefi t 
to them. 

Respondents were also asked if they planned to use the online support in the future to deal 
with an accounting problem. The results are presented in Table 9. The fi ndings endorse 

Table 6: Reasons for Non-Usage of the Centre’s Face-to-Face Support 

Timing Issues (‘I haven’t got the time 
to go’/‘The times don’t suit me’) 
Coping Well Already (‘I am coping 
well at present’) 
Not Aware of Location (‘I don’t know 
where it is’/‘I’ve never heard about it’)  

Specialist 
 
 
 

 
No.           % 

Business 
Major 

 
 
 

No.             % 

Business 
Minor 

 
 
 

No.             % 
Timing issues 16             35 27               31 12              30 

Coping well already 14             30 45               51 7                18 

Not aware of location 16             35 16               18 21              53 

Total 46           100 88             100 40            100 

Table 7: Level of Awareness of the Centre’s Online Support 

‘Are You Aware of the 
Accounting Online 
Resource Site?’ 

Specialist 
 

No.           % 

Business 
Major 

No.                % 

Business 
Minor 

No.             % 

Total 
 

No.           % 
‘Yes’ 34             79 73                83 12               22  119           64 

Total response 43           100 88              100 54              100 185         100 

Table 8: Positive Perception of Online Support 

‘Do You Think an 
Online Support Site 
Is a Good Idea?’ 

Specialist 
 

No.             % 

Business 
Major 

No.              % 

Business 
Minor 

No.              % 

Total 
 

No.              % 
‘Yes’ 42              89 86               97 53                96 181              95 

Total response 43             100 88              100 54              100 185             100 
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the online support with 80 per cent of the respondents anticipating using it. This fi nding is 
consistent across all groups. 

Lecturers expressed a mixed response to the addition of an online aspect to the Centre. 
Nine lecturers had attended a short presentation given by Centre staff prior to its launch. 
Most lecturers were enthusiastic about the potential for technology to deliver support and 
to communicate more effectively with students. The benefi t of the online resource as a 
means of encouraging student peer support, particularly where students are isolated in 
large classes, was also recognised. However, issues expressed in relation to the opera-
tion of the face-to-face support were accentuated in the context of the online support. For 
example, lecturers articulated concerns about the possibility of inconsistencies between the 
online moderator of the discussion board and individual module lecturers in the approach 
adopted in addressing accounting problems, which could in turn lead to greater confusion 
amongst students. 

Usage of the Online Support
Table 10 summarises usage statistics for the online support. Sixty-nine per cent (1,236) of the 
total registered users logged on to the online support. (All students taking any Accounting 
or Finance module are automatically registered.) This compares well to an expected usage 
rate of 80 per cent (see Table 9). Student users accounted for 86 per cent of the total number 
of hits, Centre staff generated 12 per cent of the hits and lecturers the remaining 2 per cent. 

Table 9: Expected Usage of the Centre’s Online Support 

‘Do You Expect to 
Use the Accounting 
Online Support Site 
in the Future?’ 

Specialist 
 
 

No.            % 

Business 
Major 

 
No.            % 

Business 
Minor 

 
No.            % 

Total 
 
 

No.             % 
‘Yes’ 35              81 71              81 42              78 148             80 

‘No’ 8                19 17              19 12              22 37               20 

Total  43            100 88            100 54            100 191           100 

Table 10: Usage of the Centre’s Online Support for the Study Period 

 Students 
No.                % 

Lecturers 
No.                 % 

Centre Staff 
No.              % 

Total 
No. 

Registered users 1,800              100 12                 100 5                 100 1,817 

Active users 1,236                69 6                    50 5                 100 1,247 

Number of hits  7,527                86 184                   2 1,096             12 8,807 
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Within the student users, 11 per cent (140) of the 1,236 active users were responsible for 
3,956 (52 per cent) of the total group hits. 

Despite the enthusiasm expressed by lecturers, actual hits by them point to limited 
interest in the extent or nature of actual student usage. Only four of the lecturers inter-
viewed had actually logged on. Only two of these had logged on more than once. Of the 
remainder, one had technical diffi culties, while a number of the others had simply ‘not got 
round to it’. 

One of the barriers identifi ed to using the face-to-face support concerned timing issues 
(see Table 6). The development and launch of the online support offers a resolution to this 
issue. Figure 1 presents the pattern of usage by days of the week. It is noted that Monday is 
the most popular day (accounting for 27 per cent of the total hits). Usage remains consistent 
(18 per cent) from Tuesdays to Thursdays, falling to just under 10 per cent on Fridays. 
Weekend usage counts for 9 per cent of the hits. 

Figure 2 depicts the average pattern of usage over a 24-hour period, facilitating compar-
ison with the opening hours of the face-to-face support. 

As shown in Figure 2, the online support is used at almost all hours of the day. Twenty-
fi ve per cent of hits occurred outside of what could be deemed the normal business hours 
– times when the more traditional supports of lecturer or tutor access are not available. 
This pattern and level of usage to date, therefore, signals the potential of the online support 
to overcome issues of timing and access which were cited by students as barriers to the use 
of the face-to-face support.

Figure 1: Usage of the Centre’s Online Support by Days of the Week
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
This paper explores the potential for using technology to enhance the operation of student 
support centres, through the investigation of its use in an accounting support centre. While 
all groups of students reported positive perceptions of the supports, the business minor 
group displayed signifi cantly less awareness of the supports available, despite accounts of 
extensive attempts by their lecturers to inform these students of those supports. Business 
minor students generally have lower attendance rates at accounting lectures and higher 
failure rates in accounting examinations. As suggested in the literature, reasons behind 
early detachment are complex (see, for example, Clegg et al., 2006) and need to be explored 
further, at the programme as well as the disciplinary level, if the potential of any form of 
support to assist these students can be realised. Further research in this area is required. 

The study also found that the business minor group tackles problems with accounting 
differently to the specialist and business major groups. The respondents from this group 
are less likely to report that they were coping well; despite this, however, they are also less 
likely to seek external support. This implies that the group who are most likely to need 
support are least amenable to accessing the supports as they were originally constituted 
at the Centre (i.e. face-to-face). For students generally, the reasons reported for non-usage 
of the face-to-face support were those of timing, lack of awareness and a perceived lack of 
need. These fi ndings are similar to existing evidence from the operation of mathematics 
support centres, both in Ireland and internationally (Lawson et al., 2001; Mac an Bhaird, 
2008; MacGillivray, 2008). The online support has the potential to overcome these barriers. 
Early evidence in relation to the pattern of usage of the resource, in particular the extent 
of ‘out-of-hours’ usage and the high proportion of students accessing the site, suggests 
that this potential is already being realised. Additional research, perhaps of a longitudinal 
nature, would enable greater insights into this.

1
0

200

400

600

800

H
its

1,000

1,200

1,400

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

Access/hour of the day

14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

Figure 2: Usage of the Centre’s Online Support by Hours of the Day

IJM.indb   85IJM.indb   85 23/12/2010   09:31:4923/12/2010   09:31:49



86  Exploring the Potential for Technology to Enhance the Operation of Student Support Centres

Lack of lecturer response and engagement, most notably with the online aspect, raise 
complex issues about the role of support centres within the teaching and learning relation-
ship. Interposing any additional element in the lecturer–student dynamic is not without its 
challenges. Ostensibly, the discussion board has the potential to provide valuable insights 
to lecturers in gauging students’ problem areas, and in directing lecturer responses. 
However, at this early stage, lecturers appear cautious of embracing the potential of the 
support as a way to enhance their own understanding of the nature of student concerns. 
Where lecturers are using the online support their intent appears more defensive than 
constructive in nature. This is an area which needs to be explored further if the Centre is to 
become integrated within the overall learning experience. 

The online support has the potential to operate as a complementary mechanism, 
enhancing rather than replacing face-to-face support, and contributing to improving peda-
gogy in a manner similar to that reported by Persell (2004). For some students, it represents 
a ‘safer’ point of fi rst contact, allowing those students to engage with supports on their 
own terms, at their own pace, and at times and venues of their choosing. Other users may 
benefi t from the one-to-many response facilitated by the discussion board. Practical diffi -
culties identifi ed in the literature (for example, by McLuckie and Topping, 2004) have not 
been realised in the experiences reported here. The lack of lecturer response, however, 
may inhibit the full realisation of the potential for technology to enhance the operation of 
student support centres. 
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Realising the Management Challenges for 
 Science Communication Outreach: 

A Social Marketing Perspective

CHRISTINE DOMEGAN,* KEVIN DAVISON† AND VERONICA MCCAULEY†

ABSTRACT 

Social marketing recognises that neither government nor education alone can solve the 
growing range of complex and multifaceted social policy issues facing societies around 

the world. Social marketing is about behavioural change for the good of the individual and 
society, combining individual factors with institutional, organisational and policy variables. 
Social marketing is, potentially, extremely compatible with and benefi cial to science com-
munication outreach. This paper discusses ways in which social marketing can enhance the 
management of science communication outreach as a means to engaging citizens and mobi-
lising a science-orientated public, thereby advancing the smart economy in Ireland.

Key Words: social marketing; science communication outreach; science literacy

INTRODUCTION
Engaged and science-literate citizens increase the quality of life of all in society and 
strengthen democracy in society (Miller, 2001; Edwards, 2004). Science communication 
outreach programmes connect with diverse audiences to increase public awareness of, 
support for and participation in science. They allow children, teachers and parents to expe-
rience science in a fun, hands-on, exciting way, to stimulate their interest and to participate 
in science as a school subject, higher education degree choice, career option and research 
avenue. The assumption is a fl awless, and uni-directional, link between science interest, 
science literacy levels, science careers, and economic and social prosperity (Layton et al., 
1993; Beetlestone et al., 1998). Hence, communication, outreach and public engagement 
programmes lie at the centre of the European Union’s policy to create a knowledge-based 
economy supported by science-literate people interested in research and innovation 
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(Government and Scientifi c Advice Unit, 2006). As a consequence, governments are 
embracing science communication outreach as part of their science policy.

However, it is also widely recognised that the traditional science communication 
outreach approach of advertising and communication has not resulted in the needed 
behavioural changes in science, i.e. an increase in science literacy and science gradu-
ates, deemed desirable and benefi cial for society (Evans and Durant, 1995; Department 
of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, 2006; McCauley et al., 2006). Ireland, in a recent 
Eurobarometer report (European Commission, 2010), demonstrates this very potently, 
reporting lower than EU average levels of stated interest in talking with friends about 
science and technology, new scientifi c discoveries and reading articles on science in news-
papers and magazines or on the internet. The results of the Relevance of Science Education 
(ROSE) survey completed by 688 students from 29 second-level schools in Ireland signal 
that the great majority of students do not want ‘to become a scientist’ or ‘to get a job in 
technology’ (55 per cent of students chose the extreme ‘disagree’ option for the former 
statement and 44 per cent for the latter statement). 

The Irish students respond in a similar way to students in the other industrialised coun-
tries …. They share the general trend—an aversion to ‘becoming a scientist’ (Matthews, 
2007: 75 ).

Science communication outreach and public engagement with science are not commonly 
associated with social marketing (Domegan, 2007; Davison et al., 2008). Social marketing ‘is 
about behavioural change for the good of the individual and society, combining individual 
factors with institutional, organizational, and policy variables’ (Domegan and Bringle, 
2010: 198). However, the successful application of social marketing to issues that concern 
societies, such as smoking, drink driving, exercise for young children, teenage drinking, 
safe sex and leprosy (Andreasen, 2006; Rothschild et al., 2006; Kotler and Lee, 2008; Hast-
ings, 2007), suggests that social marketing could be employed to effectively manage and 
achieve the goals of science communication outreach. Social marketing captures the very 
essence of science communication outreach – behavioural change for the betterment of 
the individual and society; improving life for the consumer and the citizen. At the micro 
level, primary and secondary school children, their teachers and their parents, constitute 
different target audiences with different social, economic and educational needs. At the 
macro level, relationships between community groups and regional bodies facilitate the 
exchange process with agents at the top end of the value co-creation chain shaping the 
context for such exchanges to occur. In order to sustain a long-term public engagement 
with science, the complex and dynamic relationships between the various parties and 
competing interests on both the micro and macro levels necessitate an analysis and direc-
tion that can account for how humans behave socially. 

How is science communication outreach policy to go beyond awareness, promo-
tion and simple communication to engage and activate citizens and a science-orientated 
public? Is there a broader role for science communication outreach beyond informal and/
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or supplementary education? How can science communication outreach be effectively 
designed and implemented to develop a more holistic science-engaged society? Can science 
communication outreach contribute more effectively to resolve the perceived ‘science is 
good versus science is to be avoided’ tension embedded in Irish society? The theory of 
social marketing suggests it is a particularly amenable framework for the effective manage-
ment of science communication outreach: it focuses on achieving change outcomes for the 
betterment of the individual and society; it has the ability to tackle long-term, complex and 
multifaceted behaviours; it uses a planned systematic approach to analyse social issues 
and problems; it combines individual aspects with institutional, community, organisa-
tional and policy factors, thereby acknowledging and using the interconnected social and 
institutional dimensions to behaviour; and vertical and horizontal partnerships are central 
to its success (Andreasen, 2006; Hastings, 2003).

This paper refl ects upon social marketing and its potential implications for the manage-
ment of science communication outreach in Ireland. It fi rst examines in greater detail the 
theoretical framework of social marketing to better understand how it is benefi cial to the 
macro–micro management of science communication outreach in Ireland. It then discusses 
the methodological approach taken to map current outreach activities on the island of 
Ireland, identifying particular barrier points to a social marketing approach that would 
create a broader and more systematic engagement with science and society. In doing so, 
we explore how social marketing can offer new thinking and tools for those concerned 
with science literacy, science communication outreach and science policy to understand 
and manage the ‘interaction between, and interdependence of factors within and across all 
levels of people’s behaviour with their physical and socio-cultural environment’ (National 
Cancer Institute, 2005: 10). 

THE THEORY OF SOCIAL MARKETING
Social marketing, even within the discipline itself, has historically been defi ned in multiple 
ways (McDermott et al., 2005). Since Wiebe (1951–52) penned the phrase ‘selling broth-
erhood the way we sell soap’, and Kotler and Zaltman (1971) coined the term ‘social 
marketing’, as selling ‘ideas’, social marketing in the early 1980s and 1990s was about inter-
ventions and programmes to improve people’s quality of life. Classically, this early social 
marketing made use of subsidised brands or targeted vouchers and extensive distribution 
was heavily donor-based (Satyal et al., 2008). This view of social marketing is the more 
traditional understanding of the concept (French and Blair-Stevens, 2006). 

Twenty-fi rst-century social marketing delineates its domain around behavioural change 
(Kotler and Lee, 2008; Andreasen, 2002; Hastings et al., 2000; Hastings, 2007; Smith, 2000; 
Smith, 2006). Four levels in society are affected by the behavioural change sought by social 
marketing strategies: micro level, group level, macro national level and macro global level 
(see Table 1). 

The application of social marketing at all of these levels results in a conceptual maturing 
towards the ‘market with’ and ‘relational’ approach (Hastings, 2003; Hastings and Saren, 
2003; Lusch and Vargo, 2006; Gronroos, 2007; Wilkie and Moore, 2003). This ‘market with’ 
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approach of social marketing embraces upstream stakeholders, partnerships, multiple 
exchanges and the co-creation of value at all levels, including that of the whole system 
– a macro society level constituting those who control the social context infl uencing the 
other units (Brenkert, 2002). This is attributable to the fact that individuals infl uence, and 
are infl uenced by, those surrounding them, thereby requiring this tiered approach to the 
exchange process building upon both economic and social dimensions. Bentz et al. (2005) 
demonstrate how the wants of policymakers, consumers and marketers (i.e. macro and 
micro levels) come into congruence to meet similar goals:

Marketer: I want to reduce childhood obesity; therefore I will offer support for policymak-
ers who champion improved nutritional and recreational choices for kids and families.

Policymaker: I want to increase my public support; therefore I will fi ght for improved poli-
cies for nutritional and recreational choices for kids and families.

Consumer: I want healthier kids; therefore I will give up short-term pleasures and con-
veniences and support those who champion improved public policies (Bentz et al., 
2005: 21).

This multiple exchange process results in social marketing having an extensive constellation 
of co-creating value stakeholders and relationships to satisfy and manage. The relation-
ships are simultaneously active and engaged at all levels with customers, communities and 

Table 1: Types of Social Change, by Time and Level 

Change Micro Level 
(Individual) 

Group Level 
(Group/Community/ 

Organisation) 

Macro Level 
(Society/Nation) 

Macro Level 
(International 

or Global) 
Short 
term 

Behaviour 
change 

Changes in norms/ 
administrative change  

Policy change Policy change 

Example: Attendance at 
stop-smoking 
clinic 

Removal of tobacco 
advertising from outside 
a school 

Banning of all forms 
of tobacco 
marketing in Ireland 

Banning of all 
forms of tobacco 
marketing, e.g. in 
all EU countries 

Long 
term  
 

Lifestyle 
change 
 

Organisational change  
 

‘Socio-cultural 
evolution’  

‘Socio-cultural 
evolution across 
societies’  

Example: Smoking 
cessation 

Deter retailers from 
selling cigarettes to 
minors 

Eradication of all 
tobacco-related 
disease in Ireland 

Eradication of all 
tobacco-related 
disease in the EU 

Source: Adapted from MacFadyen et al. (1999: 702). 
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policy makers. This, in turn, achieves synergy between the multiple change agents to bring 
about the desired behavioural change of benefi t for the individual and society (French 
and Blair-Stevens, 2006). Typically, it incorporates a key characteristic of social marketing 
– the direct contracting by government of services from private providers and the volun-
tary sector. For complex social issues, such as science communication outreach, no one 
entity can provide a solution independent of other stakeholders (Australian Public Service 
Commission, 2007). It is necessary for the government, private and non-profi t sectors to 
coordinate their activities and resources. Strategies need to incorporate many stakeholders 
working simultaneously in various sectors and settings. Social marketing, through its total 
market approach and interplay of complex upstream and downstream systems, lends 
itself to a synergistic, rather than an additive, framework where the sum of the change 
created is greater than the sum of the parties acting independently. This synergistic total 
market approach reinforces social marketing’s appropriateness to science communication 
outreach. It introduces the concepts of co-creation, co-contextualisation and co-delivery of 
services, experiences and solutions, moving signifi cantly beyond simple messaging and 
mass communication campaigns (MacKay, 2008; Satyal et al., 2008).

Social marketing is a value co-creation process that works up-, down- and in-stream 
throughout an entire holistic system of relationships (Vargo and Lusch, 2008; French 
and Blair-Stevens, 2006). The ‘pre’ and ‘post’ exchange circumstances, processes and 
participants are as important as (if not more than) the activities in the exchange itself – a 
characteristic not linked to discreet economic exchange marketing activities – often asso-
ciated with communication or promotion. Behaviour and relationships are socially as 
well as economically determined (Maibach and Cotton, 1995; Hastings, 2007; Quelch and 
Jocz, 2007). What social marketing is particularly good at is managing the exchange and 
value co- creation processes when the individual self-interested behaviour is not consistent 
with social or collective behaviour. It turns social goals, through free choice and value 
co-creation in the marketplace, into voluntary behaviour changes or modifi cations that 
may be perceived by the individual to be of self-interest. When individuals have little or 
no connection to society, social marketing uses the marketplace and self-interest as the 
primary mechanisms to link the individual to the collective and vice versa. This differs 
from most communication outreach and educational practices that focus on giving infor-
mation to people – it’s good for your heart to exercise; too much exposure to the sun can 
cause skin cancer; drinking impairs your ability to drive a car safely; civic involvement 
improves the community’s quality of life. Education in general, and the current science 
communication outreach models in particular, assumes behaviour follows information. 
However, there are numerous examples to show ‘information campaigns that emphasize 
enhancing knowledge or altering attitudes frequently have little or no effect upon behav-
iour’ (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith, 1999: 10). Unlike social marketing, neither education nor 
science communication outreach alone provides direct individual benefi ts for the desired 
behaviour (Rothschild, 2002). This often results in communication and educational inertia 
and apathy for many students and the general public. Lefebvre (2009: 143) explains:
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The recognition that these marketplaces of ideas and behaviours also exist, and are 
subject to such forces as proximity and access, incentives and costs … illuminates how 
programmes that focus on only economic levers or education or laws … fail to achieve 
all the social good that is intended. 

In social marketing, partnerships refl ect the social context of complex multiple exchanges. 
Downstream partners turn their attention to creating and distributing the interventions 
(Wallack et al., 1993). Upstream partners are concerned with changing the environment 
and barriers that block the individual from altering their behaviour. They also have respon-
sibilities for policies affecting the target audiences, the objectives of such policies are to 
encourage and support the required individual behaviour change. One such example is 
the Heart Truth, the National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute’s initiative to create aware-
ness about women and heart disease, where collaboration with the United States’ fashion 
industry was essential to access the ‘considerable promotional and communication capabil-
ities and distribution channels of the fashion industry … and opening doors to opportunities 
with the corporate and media sectors’ (Temple et al., 2008: 68). While upstream partners 
aim to engage the public, the media and policy makers (Andreasen and Herzberg, 2005; 
Andreasen, 2006; Hastings, 2007), they tend to be time-consuming and expensive (Haytko, 
2004). In fact, the best social marketing strategies advocate approximately ten years’ dura-
tion. Concurring with this, Lusch and Vargo (2006) explain that lengthy time-frames for 
adaptive learning and fl exibility are necessary for some marketing practices. The ability to 
adapt and learn from the community of partnerships and exchange parties is the result of 
extensive formative, impact and process evaluation in social marketing (Hastings, 2007). 
This requires science communication outreach offi cers, funders and policy makers to ask 
‘What behaviours need to change?’ as well as ‘Whose behaviours (and circumstances, and 
policies) need to change?’ and broaden their analysis of, and responses to, science in Irish 
society. Given these gaps, a mapping study was conducted into science communication 
outreach activities in Ireland.

METHODOLOGY
The mapping of science communication outreach in Ireland was undertaken with the objec-
tives of i) better understanding the scope of science communication outreach activities in 
Ireland and ii) identifying particular ‘barrier’ or leverage points where social marketing 
may be applied to strengthen communication outreach activities and policy. This approach 
was chosen so that the outcome moves beyond a simple description of current practice and 
signals effective approaches to science communication outreach in the future.

The mapping research was based on a census of science communication outreach stake-
holders across Ireland. A comprehensive listing of science outreach providers, including, 
but not limited to, government policy makers, science teachers, museums and aquaria, 
science centres, science cafes, outreach offi cers and media, was synthesised from a number 
of existing professional categories drawn from the public sector, education, the communi-
cation sector, local authorities and industry (See, for example, <www.science.ie>, <www.
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brigitsgarden.ie>, <www.w5online.co.uk>, <www.bco.ie> and <www.sciencegallery.
com>). The aim was to reach any person or group that had a mandate to promote science 
to the general public. Therefore, those responding to this study were not simply providing 
predictable mandates to promote science, but rather drew together a variety of individuals 
and groups acting independently to create a clearer picture of the diversity of approaches 
and needs of such groups. In total, 165 active science communication outreach providers 
across the island of Ireland were identifi ed with relevant names, addresses, telephone 
numbers and email addresses.

The research used a survey data collection method, incorporating an online question-
naire consisting of 38 questions, both multiple choice and open-ended. The construction of 
an online questionnaire initially drew upon the existing science communication outreach 
literature (Government and Scientifi c Advice Unit, 2006; National Institute of Standards 
and Technology, 2002; Evans and Durant, 1995; Miller, 2001; Edwards, 2004; Bauer et al., 
2007; Cullen et al., 2007). In this way the questionnaire was both comparable and stand-
ardised with the existing literature. Two pre-tests were then conducted. The fi rst was with 
key science communication outreach stakeholders, Discover Science and Engineering 
(DSE) and Science Foundation Ireland (SFI). A second revised pre-test was conducted with 
science communication outreach offi cers. After these two pre-tests, invitations to partici-
pate in the online survey were sent out. The online survey was active for two months, 
during which time participants were sent three personalised reminder notices. Seventy-
nine usable or completed surveys were returned, indicating a response rate of 48 per cent. 
This high response rate is refl ective of the common interest among diverse stakeholders 
in the need for such a mapping exercise to document the issues in science communication 
outreach activities. 

The fi ndings presented in the next section are divided into two sections: i) a mapping 
overview of science communication outreach in Ireland and ii) barriers to providing 
science communication outreach in Ireland. We then discuss the key science communi-
cation outreach management and policy implications emerging from the fi ndings from a 
social marketing perspective. Finally, in the conclusion, we draw lessons, identify oppor-
tunities and point toward a new behavioural and/or social change paradigm for science 
communication outreach in Ireland. 

FINDINGS
Mapping Overview of Science Communication Outreach in Ireland
Organisational Profi le
Results relating to the profi le of science communication outreach providers and stake-
holders show that the majority of the respondents identify themselves as educational 
providers, with third level institutions accounting for 53 per cent of science communica-
tion outreach work in Ireland. Industry – in particular multinationals – contributes 12.4 per 
cent of activities. Other survey participants include government bodies and state agencies 
(11.1 per cent), museums and interactive activity centres (8.6 per cent), professional bodies 
(e.g. a teachers’ union) (2.5 per cent) and others (12.3 per cent) (see Figure 1). 
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Staffi ng and Income Profi le
Following on from the organisational profi le, our fi ndings indicate that the majority of 
science communication outreach providers were established since 1998, with 22 per cent 
having no full-time staff and 36 per cent having one or two full-time staff. When larger 
organisations were asked about the staffi ng composition of their smaller units, it was 
reported that, on average, each unit contained just one part-time staff member, while 10 
per cent of respondents have fi ve volunteers. 

Income for the vast majority of science communication outreach providers ranges 
from €100,000 to €3.8 million. While all are dependent upon multiple income sources, the 
government, through SFI and DSE, is the key funder. 

Programme Aims 
The primary objectives of all science communication outreach programmes surveyed were 
to ‘increase the number of science students’ and ‘create positive science attitudes among 
the general public’. A list of all objectives in rank order is illustrated in Table 2, from most 
central (1) to least central (8).

Programme Delivery Mechanisms
The programme delivery mechanisms utilised by science communication outreach 
providers are shown in Table 3. The most popular options are through Science Week (57 

Figure 1: Organisational profile of Science outreach in Ireland
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per cent) and the internet (51 per cent), followed closely in rank order by lectures/open 
days, one-day workshops, public talks, science festivals, teacher/curriculum-based infor-
mation and printed media.

Table 2: A Ranking of the Central Objectives of National Outreach Programmes 

Increase the number of science students 1 

Create positive science attitudes among the general public 2 

Increase the number of people choosing science careers 3 

Increase the number of scientific researchers in Ireland 4 

Build public trust and credibility in science 5 

Increase scientific literacy 6 

Provide support to teachers 7 

Host public debates/enhance the democratic process 8 

Table 3: Science Communication Outreach: Programme Delivery Mechanisms 

Science Week 57% 

Internet 51% 

Lectures, research seminars 49% 

Open days 48% 

One-day workshops 46% 

Public talks/debates 44% 

Science festivals 44% 

Teacher/curriculum-based information 44% 

Printed media: newsletters, magazines and newspaper supplements 44% 

Traveling exhibits/kiosks 38% 

Teacher training/in-service training 36% 

Specialised media, e.g. cartoons, television programmes, radio shows, 
podcasts and virtual spaces 26% 

Classroom course (e.g. a 30 minute class x 4/6 weeks) 25% 

2+ days workshops 19% 

Science shops 6% 

Deliberative polls on public opinion 5% 

Citizens’ panels 1% 

Others 16% 
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Target Audience
The audience profi le that is currently targeted by the science communication outreach 
providers surveyed is illustrated in Table 4. The secondary school sector is revealed as 
the dominant target group, being targeted by 75 per cent of the outreach providers. There 
is also a strong focus on pre- (42 per cent) and post- (43 per cent) secondary schooling, in 
addition to targeting parents (39 per cent) and those defi ned as disadvantaged in society 
(39 per cent). 

The ‘general public’ category is a close second target audience (focused on by 67 per 
cent of the providers), indicating that these two categories (secondary schools and the 
general public) are identifi ed as the key markets for science communication outreach.

The target audience, for the most part, is secondary schools. This downstream perspec-
tive is predictable given the university profi le of the majority of science communicators 
and their drive to increase the numbers studying science at third level. In keeping with this 
school focus, 66 per cent of survey respondents reported ‘infl uencing policy makers’ was 
not applicable to them. This lack of upstream engagement is expressed in the following 
words by one respondent:

Understanding among science communication and outreach policy makers of the issues 
and the approaches related to different forms of science communication remains low – 
this results in fragmented efforts, and in some cases programmes which are much less 
effective than they might be. 

More than half of the respondents, 52 per cent, recognised that working closely with the 
media as an upstream stakeholder was valuable. It was understood that the media have 

Table 4: Audience Profile of Science Communication Outreach Providers 

Secondary schools 75% 

General public 67% 

Further and higher education 43% 

Primary schools 42% 

Disadvantaged people 39% 

Parents 39% 

Unemployed/low income 19% 

Elderly/retirement groups 19% 

Minority/ethnic groups 16% 

Travellers 13% 

Asylum seekers 10% 

Others 20% 

IJM.indb   98IJM.indb   98 23/12/2010   09:31:5723/12/2010   09:31:57



IRISH JOURNAL OF MANAGEMENT                                                                                                         99 

their own interests and aims, and science and science communication outreach cannot 
simply be ‘imposed’ on them. Therefore, the media must be seen as an interested partner 
included in the broadening of coordination efforts. More telling from an upstream perspec-
tive are the 48 per cent of respondents who reported no strong media relationship, or that 
the media was not applicable to them. 

These downstream/upstream target audience profi le results resonate with the commu-
nication fi ndings. Fifty-eight per cent of survey respondents report using dialogue, 
two-way communication and feedback. Yet of greater interest are the 42 per cent who 
say they do not use dialogue, but rather a one-way communication approach or even no 
communication at all, as captured by one respondent: ‘the main diffi culty is trying to get 
my research colleagues involved in communicating their science to the public.’

Evaluation Techniques
The fi nal insight is revealed in the reported use of summative evaluation. Of the survey 
respondents, 34 per cent measure change in knowledge and even less measure change in 
beliefs, only 19 per cent (see Table 5). Formative evaluation is undertaken more often, with 
58 per cent regularly measuring awareness of science promoted by these programmes and 
63 per cent assessing audience satisfaction with the science offerings. 

Table 5: Measures of Assessment 

Do You Routinely Assess the Following? Yes No 

Audience satisfaction levels 63% 37% 

Awareness of programme initiatives 58% 42% 

Implementation of programme 57% 43% 

Stakeholders’ satisfaction levels 52% 48% 

Media coverage 51% 49% 

Reach of promotional material 49% 51% 

Staff cost 47% 53% 

Dissemination of materials 47% 53% 

Website hits for outreach 43% 57% 

Changes in attitudes 35% 65% 

Changes in knowledge 34% 66% 

Changes in policies or infrastructure 29% 71% 

Changes in beliefs 19% 81% 
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Barriers to Providing Science Communication Outreach in Ireland
As Figure 2 illustrates, the main barrier in providing effective science communication 
outreach is the lack of adequate resources (reported by 99 per cent of respondents). These 
resource constraints were further broken down into four key categories: fi nancial support 
(53 per cent), staffi ng concerns (lack of staff and dependency on voluntary staff) (28 per 
cent), time constraints (13 per cent) and lack of space (3 per cent).

The second key concern, reported by 28 per cent of the sample, was in relation to imple-
mentation issues, both from an education (21 per cent) and policy (7 per cent) viewpoint. 
In terms of education-related concerns, the primary issues highlighted were the need for 
continuing professional development for teachers and a concern regarding the inadequate 
technological facilities available in their classrooms to support student learning. In terms 
of policy-related concerns, the primary issue raised was the need for an agreed national 
policy for science outreach across all sectors, with one provider highlighting the need for 
collaboration, stating that ‘the rationale for outreach is not clear in Ireland and needs to be 
explicit for all outreach activities.’ Another provider aired his concern regarding the lack 
of opportunities to debate these policy issues: 

In terms of public communications, there is a defi nite lack of facilitated public debate, 
particularly with policy makers. Policy makers tend to shy away from debate on scien-
tifi c research issues.

Figure 2: Barriers in Providing Science Communication Outreach
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The third area of concern regarding barriers towards science communication outreach 
activities was related to the target audience (18 per cent). In terms of the target audience, 
the key issue aired was the diffi culty in attracting the general public to partake in these 
science outreach events.

The fourth main barrier that was identifi ed was the lack of a coherent outreach strategy 
(12 per cent). This was elaborated upon further in terms of ‘the need for one central national 
network’, ‘an integrated approach across all education levels and sectors’, ‘lack of commu-
nication between informal science communication outreach providers’, ‘identifi cation and 
sharing of successful practices’ and the need to ‘focus on key strategies, rather than all’. 

The fi nal barrier outlined by this survey addressed diffi culties in carrying out effective 
evaluations (10 per cent). In terms of evaluation, the key concerns were lack of experience 
in this area and associated funds.

DISCUSSION
Organisational Profi le
The organisational fi ndings demonstrate a strong educational focus and context for Irish 
science communication outreach activities. This is entirely consistent with the establish-
ment of Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) in 2000 and Discover Science and Engineering 
(DSE) in 2003. 

SFI introduced science communication outreach in Ireland, directly modelled on the 
National Science Foundation (in the United States), where the management approach to 
science communication outreach is premised on the ‘defi cit model’. DSE also refl ects this 
mandate. The defi cit model works on the assumption that people and general public are 
lacking in either knowledge of, attitude towards or trust of science. The defi cit model’s 
modus operandi is based solely upon increased awareness and knowledge. It assumes 
changes in behaviour may occur as a result of awareness and knowledge but it is not 
directly charged with or responsible for such behavioural outcomes at either individual, 
community or population levels. 

The defi cit model, therefore, fundamentally underlies the current science commu-
nication outreach initiatives and policy in Ireland. In contrast to these fi ndings, social 
marketing makes salient the importance of behavioural change objectives and focus. The 
defi cit model’s single biggest fl aw lies in the fact that it perpetuates the myth that aware-
ness, promotion and/or communication directly results in behavioural modifi cations or 
alterations. 

Staffi ng and Income Profi le
The staffi ng and income profi le results are in keeping with an awareness/promotion 
mandate of a defi cit science communication outreach stance. In effect, SFI’s and DSE’s 
awareness and promotion remit is aimed at the community and individual level. This both 
perpetuates and propagates the top-down uni-directional information exchange asso-
ciated with a defi cit approach to a passive, disinterested public. This restricts resource 
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coordination, integration, interaction or dialogue across and within levels, espoused by 
social marketing for multi-sector multi-intervention activities. 

Programme Aims 
The reported broad science communication outreach objectives are also consistent with 
a defi cit model: they are awareness-/message-orientated ‘science is fun’ goals. However, 
these wide-ranging objectives suggest that science communication outreach is prone to 
the same pitfalls that health communication has suffered from, where only 5 per cent of 
all health communication messages are found to be effective (Snyder, 2007). Educational 
behavioural inertia is present here; there is no attention to the social marketing concepts of 
planned systematic actual behavioural change among specifi c targeted groups because it is 
believed that information or knowledge alone has the power to change behaviour. 

Target Audience
Applying a social marketing analysis to the target audience fi ndings, we interpret these 
results to show that Irish science communication outreach providers are more likely to 
concentrate on downstream efforts to the exclusion of the upstream. Greater collaboration 
with upstream actors may not be a priority for science outreach providers because upstream 
actors are not as strategically useful when working under the auspices of the defi cit model. 
Upstream actors are, however, in a better position to infl uence and change the public’s 
behaviour. Progress depends on greater dialogue between practitioners and their various 
stakeholders from a wide number of fi elds, downstream and upstream. Communication 
between practitioners and communication with target audiences and stakeholders is vital, 
and a means of fostering that communication is urgently needed. 

Without upstream interaction and dialogue, science communicators and policy makers 
alike will continue to fi nd diffi culty in implementing solutions to solve the Irish youth’s 
aversion to ‘becoming a scientist’ (Matthews, 2007). Nor will science communicators and 
policy makers be able to remove the existing barriers to behavioural change. This highlights 
an absence of a coordinated or integrated total market policy that addresses behavioural 
change at the individual, interpersonal, community or policy level through the active 
involvement of all citizens. Strikingly, there is also signifi cant absence of key stakeholders, 
such as the media, cultural groups and policy makers, who are well-placed to support 
current outreach strategies, and also may be better able to target behavioural change in 
favour of science literacy. Furthermore, among both schools and key stakeholders, there 
is a distinct absence of targeting people most ready for change or action, often known as 
the ‘low-hanging fruit’ in social marketing. This illustrates another social marketing weak-
ness for science communication – the lack of focus on the non-attentive science public and 
the lack of comprehensive engagement with scientists and policy makers. By not attending 
to those with the least connection to science (at the pre-contemplation stage to change), 
and by having limited engagement about outreach with those most directly connected to 
science, there is little choice but to rely on the historical and now ineffi cient defi cit/educa-
tional model of science outreach.
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Evaluation Techniques
The evaluations that are commonly used tend to evaluate the success of the activity in rela-
tion to the defi cit model. In so doing they are unable to measure whether their outreach 
activity will have a long-term effect on school science subject choice and university course 
choice. As well as end-of-programme evaluation, programme design and implementation 
evaluation should also be considered throughout as social marketing acknowledges that 
the ‘process’ of evaluation is frequently as important as the evaluation results themselves, 
provided it is cycled back into decision making. There was no evidence of process-based 
evaluation among science communicators who participated in the research. 

Barriers to Providing Science Communication Outreach in Ireland
The ‘barrier’ fi ndings suggest that the key challenge for science communication outreach 
is the engagement of upstream policy makers and stakeholders, alongside the interaction 
of downstream audiences. For deep engagement to happen with science and technology in 
Ireland, it is essential to be strategic about the focus, coordination of activities and budg-
etary allocation. This study shows there is a need for a stronger, more integrated policy 
framework that includes the diversity of science outreach in Ireland. In the words of one 
respondent, ‘I believe there is a need for a more systematic approach at a national level 
to the area of outreach and public engagement.’ Schools and current outreach activities 
provide information about science and pathways to science careers, but how that informa-
tion is acted on rests in infl uencing individual behavioural choice. Instead of struggling 
to maintain interest in science with students over a long period of time until they choose 
a science career, it may be more effective to infl uence the behaviour of students so that 
science literacy becomes a higher priority in a modern world of myriad choice and change. 

The research fi ndings, therefore, suggest a more comprehensive strategy needs to be 
applied in a way that is better able to infl uence behavioural change in people, so that they 
can see that an investment in science is worth their while. The traditional policy approach, 
of awareness and promotion, while necessary, is not suffi cient. It ignores the wider envi-
ronmental and community infl uences on behaviour, e.g. peer pressure and social capital, 
and is therefore limited as a tool to infl uence the behaviour of Irish citizens. Because the 
defi cit model is a top-down approach it is unable to address upstream as well as down-
stream audiences. The defi cit model’s perspective is one of a ‘science and society’ stance, 
rather than ‘science in society’. Science is seen as a technical specialist activity and not 
necessarily embedded in socio-cultural issues. Starting with the assumption that the 
public must passively wait until information is provided from elsewhere may limit the 
success of outreach as it does not draw on or build upon the public’s current knowledge 
about science. Furthermore, the defi cit model, with its presumption of a public defi cient 
in attitude, knowledge or trust, leaves little room for individual choice beyond the level of 
general interest. If science communication outreach was broadened beyond its traditional 
defi cit model, and if outreach strategies became an active dialogic co-creation participatory 
process, achieving a smart economy where all citizens enjoy a higher quality of life and 
well-being may well be achievable. 
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CONCLUSIONS
One of the presumptions of a well-functioning, viable democracy is that citizens are well-
informed about community issues, they contribute to work around community issues, and 
quality of life is improved as a result of greater involvement (Wandersman and Florin, 
1999). How can science literacy and positive dispositions towards science, technology, 
engineering and maths involvement be developed to empower Irish society and improve 
the quality of life of its citizens?

Furthermore, how can business management, and social marketing in particular, 
contribute to preparing science-oriented citizens? Successes with social concerns such as 
smoking cessation, obesity, drink driving, cancer screening and recycling point to social 
marketing as being potentially benefi cial to the management of science communication 
outreach. Social marketing can assist science communication outreach by facilitating both 
behavioural and social change within and across different levels of society. It has the poten-
tial to mobilise a broad spectrum of stakeholders, such as researchers, scientists, science 
outreach offi cers, policy makers and the media, to engage citizens beyond awareness, in 
addition to producing future scientists.

This paper has examined how social marketing’s concepts of behavioural change 
and exchanges, together with structural and environmental infl uences and partnerships, 
provide a broader context to understanding science communication outreach than has 
traditionally been present in its practice. Social marketing adds a new unit of analysis 
for science communication outreach to develop and manage – that of upstream factors 
consisting of the community, media, the corporate sector, policy makers and the general 
public. Furthermore, a social marketing approach allows science communication outreach 
to go beyond its traditional dyadic, interpersonal perspective and capture multiple, 
complex, organisational and structural contexts from a systems, societal and cross-national 
 perspective. Social marketing, therefore, offers the potential to expand the boundaries of 
science communication outreach. The analysis of how social marketing can contribute to 
reaching these goals has the potential to strengthen the capacity of science communication 
outreach to achieve its objectives of a science-literate and engaged public.

If science communication outreach is to deliver the promise of continued economic 
development, value for society and improved standards of living, it will be necessary to 
consider a more strategic approach to identifying the most appropriate way to navigate 
and infl uence social engagement with science in society. Public policy has to integrate 
various stakeholders to develop and coordinate a strategic science in society policy that 
will successfully change the public’s understanding of and engagement with science. The 
evolution of such a policy must extend beyond simply encouraging greater interest in the 
career choices of teenagers, and must consider behavioural modifi cations and change of a 
much broader audience, recognising the complexity of science in society.

The development of such a policy would also have to take into consideration the appli-
cation of sociological and pedagogical theories and the light they may shed on new ways to 
rethink how science is taught and experienced as a social act. Strategies for science outreach 
may be incorporated into teacher education programmes, as well as the design of science 
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curricula. In this way teachers of science at all levels of education begin to see their role as 
not just that of the passing on of science knowledge, but also as active promoters of science 
in society. Furthermore, infusing such interdisciplinary theories into science communica-
tion outreach policy has the potential to create a life-long engagement with science across 
a greater percentage of the Irish population. While our research illustrates that outreach 
providers and stakeholders have strong partnerships with schools and teachers, education 
institutions in Ireland may have a potential to provide critical policy perspectives and part-
nerships in the quest to infl uence the behaviour of students to increase their engagement 
with science. Such policy development would also need to embrace innovation indicators, 
which are urgently needed for a complex social and economic system, supporting change 
and the growth of a knowledge society on the island of Ireland. 

In conclusion, critical to the success of Ireland’s economic development and improved 
standard of living is a need for innovative outreach and communication strategies, theories 
and policy development, since empirical evidence suggests that the effectiveness of tradi-
tional approaches is limited (Bauer et al., 2007). For the government to confer economic, 
social and community benefi ts to the Irish public, new tools and strategies to infl uence citi-
zens’ behaviour are needed.
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Book Review

Leadership and Management in the Irish Health Service
edited by Anne-Marie Brady

Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 2010

AOIFE MCDERMOTT*

The publication of Leadership and Management in the Irish Health Service is a welcome devel-
opment for Irish health services education, marking increased recognition of the need for 
formal management training for healthcare professionals. In a constrained public sector 
context, it provides a broad overview of contemporary healthcare management issues, situ-
ated against key policy concerns. Aiming to guide health professionals’ understanding and 
practice of leadership and management, the book is organised around four major themes. 
Section 1 describes the health care environment, outlining the structure and governance 
of the Irish health service, and providing a broad contextualisation of Irish health policy 
and economics. Section 2 addresses the fundamentals of service provision and provides 
an overview of leadership and management principles, organisational culture, delega-
tion, fi nancial management in healthcare and human resource management in the health 
services. Section 3 moves to consider developing professionals in the health service, and 
the practice-oriented concerns of communication and confl ict resolution, working in teams 
and work motivation, which underpin day-to-day service delivery. Finally, Section 4 
considers developing the health service itself, with chapters dedicated to leading change 
in the Irish health service, approaches to quality improvement, integrated care pathways 
and health informatics. 

The fourteen contributors to the book come with experience in undertaking manage-
ment and delivering management education, with twelve holding nursing backgrounds. 
The strong practitioner-contributors include the national director of serious incidents at the 
Health Service Executive (HSE); the chief executive offi cer (CEO) of the new Irish national 
children’s hospital development; the lead of the quality function in the National Offi ce 
of Quality and Risk; a clinical directorate business manager; and an assistant national 
director of human resources in the HSE. The balance between the academic and practical 

* Cardiff Business School, Cardiff University
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perspective is most welcome, with the practitioners providing experience-based examples 
and, as in the case of the chapter on human resources, drawing out the limitations, as 
well as the benefi ts, of conventional management approaches. Of particular note is the 
chapter on integrated care pathways (ICPs). Accessibly written, the chapter details the 
policy context, nature, benefi ts and barriers to ICPs and provides an in-depth considera-
tion of how they might be implemented. The discussion is supplemented with examples 
and resources, including a gantt chart for an ICP implementation process, an ICP appraisal 
tool utilised by the Irish Care Pathway Network and a case study. The chapter on dele-
gation and fi nancial management adopts a similar approach. These chapters represent 
Leadership and Management at its best: promoting understanding and providing skills and 
resources to facilitate local enactment.  

The primary envisaged readership is postgraduate students undertaking third-level 
health services courses in Ireland. However, the book is also described as essential reading 
for undergraduate and postgraduate nursing students and those from other healthcare 
professions. Undoubtedly, the book will interest this broad church; however, this wide 
appeal across educational levels and professions leads to some underlying tensions. The 
most basic arises in the level of prior presumed knowledge of management. A glossary 
of terms would be useful in this regard. A second tension sporadically arises between the 
dual objectives of creating understanding and developing skills. For example, the chapter 
on communication and confl ict resolution is clearly action-oriented, while the chapter on 
leadership and management principles is much more academic. Although complemented 
by a later chapter on leading change, the consideration of leadership and management 
principles lacks focused discussion of the nature of managerial and leadership roles and 
the challenges therein. It also lacks consideration of healthcare-specifi c strategies to address 
these challenges, such as clinical management roles and cross-professional leadership 
constellations. Those transitioning to management roles may desire a greater pragmatic, 
rather than academic, orientation in addressing this important topic. Nonetheless, it is 
arguable that skills development is addressed throughout the book, by the provision of 
refl ective questions and additional resources at the end of each chapter. Although cases 
are provided for some chapters, more extensive use of practice-based examples and the 
provision of cases for each chapter would facilitate the consistent application of the princi-
ples explored, particularly for those lacking signifi cant experience in the domains covered. 

Effective and effi cient healthcare management is an ongoing, complex and intractable 
challenge internationally. Its resolution will require informed, questioning and skilled 
leaders and managers. This book sets the tone for the type of leaders and managers we 
wish to develop in the Irish context. Of necessity, it is somewhat selective. The editor and 
contributors have made clear choices, focusing on basic management concerns and policy 
priorities, including a useful chapter on health informatics. As such, the book is a useful 
starting point for all. However, two omissions deserve comment. First, the book adopts a 
predominantly managerialist orientation, avoiding, for example, in-depth critical consid-
erations of inter-professional and managerial–professional relations, including issues of 
power and hierarchy. This raises the danger of informed, if unquestioning, managers. At a 
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minimum, it would be of benefi t to see these issues explicitly alluded to, if not addressed, 
with further sources of information provided. Second, in light of the clinical background of 
the majority of the targeted readership and the increasing policy recognition and formali-
sation of clinical leadership and management roles, signifi cant attention to these is merited. 
The benefi ts – and challenges – of these roles have been explored internationally, and could 
usefully inform the career decisions and practice of future clinical leaders. References to 
sources of information on related concerns, including clinical directorate structures, would 
also be helpful. Finally, a core objective of the text was to provide a view informed by 
Irish health policy and structure. Sporadic benchmarking against international experience 
usefully illustrates what is unique about Ireland. This dimension of the book could be 
meaningfully developed.

Overall, this text is a signifi cant addition to the Irish healthcare management landscape. 
While the development of the critical dimension and the inclusion of clinical management 
roles would be welcomed in a second edition, Leadership and Management in the Irish Health 
Service effectively combines consideration of the broad healthcare management context with 
local practice concerns. Undoubtedly, it will be widely adopted and will contribute to the 
systematic development of management and leadership capability in the Irish health service. 
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Inventing Entrepreneurs: Technology Innovators and Their Entrepreneurial Journey
by Gerard George and Adam J. Bock

Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2007

DAMIEN ORGAN*

Reading this book one quickly becomes aware of the acutely personalised experience which 
has come to exemplify the entrepreneurial spirit in our age. Throughout, authors Gerard 
George and Adam J. Bock frequently revisit concepts of identity and personal growth as 
the underlying mechanisms and drivers of the entrepreneurial adventure. There are some 
captivating tales, or ‘journeys’ as the authors would conceive of them. Professor Stephen 
Rao, for example, and his founding of the medical imaging fi rm Neurognostics, typifi es 
one style of academic profi led in this book in ‘never having intended to start a high-tech 
company’. Yet start one he did, and the entrepreneurial journey took him from the director-
ship of a research centre at the Medical College of Wisconsin to the founding of a company 
that raised millions of dollars in private investment and offered a breakthrough in the early 
recognition of neurological disorders such as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease. 

In detailing such journeys, the authors seek to fulfi l the declared purpose of their exer-
cise, driving a more fundamental understanding of the ‘entrepreneurial revolution’, not 
only on a personal level, but also in terms of the contextual factors which spark and fuel the 
entrepreneurial process in its entirety. It is a challenge which is in so many ways familiar to 
us all. In contemporary Western society, the mysterious, shamanist ways of the entrepre-
neur are a never-ending source of intrigue for the political, academic and casual observer. 
In shifting the context of this entrepreneurial behaviour to the (primarily) academic world, 
however, the authors address a crucial new dimension within the wider debate of national 
economic development, and in doing so signifi cantly broaden the relevance of the concepts 
they discuss. The emergence of the ‘third mission’, i.e. the commercialisation of academic 
research as an adjunct to the traditional university missions of teaching and research, raises 
hugely signifi cant questions for policy makers, academics themselves, and most certainly 
for the wider societies in which these institutions embed themselves.

* Centre for Innovation and Structural Change, National University of Ireland Galway
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These wider questions, however, are not the immediate concern of George and Bock, 
and while they acknowledge the signifi cance of the institutional context, they construct 
their entrepreneurial road map for the purposes of the entrepreneurially pre-disposed 
individual, and not for those who may fret over the territory through which this road may 
pass. To this end, they present their experiences (drawn from both industry experience and 
research in the fi elds of value creation, innovation and fi rm resource constraints to name a 
few) over fourteen chapters divided into fi ve parts, each of which addresses a core issue in 
the overall challenge of becoming an ‘inventing entrepreneur’.

Part 1 focuses on the discovery of entrepreneurial options, dealing in turn with entre-
preneurial purpose and options, technology licensing and lifestyle businesses. With respect 
to purpose, the authors explain that:

For inventing entrepreneurs, the personal role or purpose of entrepreneurial activity 
necessarily incorporates consideration of the broad principles of scientifi c discovery, 
ownership of innovation, and commercialization intent (p. 13).

The exploration of these options then, represents a process between the genesis of the 
 project – or the ‘idea’ stage – and the ‘choice’ stage. As ever, the authors illustrate each 
process with reference to interesting real world examples, in this case Professor Miron 
Livny, the developer of Condor distributed computing technology. Professor Livny’s 
decision to develop the technology for a wide range of corporate academic users in a not-
for-profi t context was a consequence of his belief that the technology had a broad purpose 
in the democratisation of computing resources. Additionally, and in keeping with the 
instructive feel of the content, the book provides a comprehensive question schedule for 
aiding the potential entrepreneur in discovering their own specifi c ‘purpose’ with respect 
to their own innovations. In a similar fashion then, the authors guide the reader through 
considerations around licensing options and lifestyle, offering typologies with appropriate 
examples. 

Part 2, then, goes on to address the core issue of the identity cultivation, with the authors 
offering the following assertion as an opener:

Over the past 25 years, the roles of ‘entrepreneur’ and ‘scholar’ have converged in the 
inventing entrepreneur…. Studies reveal that even as recently as the 1990s many pro-
fessors perceived a stigma attached to faculty associated with start-up companies. That 
stigma has been reduced or eliminated, whether formally or informally, as more research 
universities evolve policies to tolerate or even promote entrepreneurship within the fac-
ulty (p. 71).

A bold statement, and indicative of wider proclamations of a ‘revolution’ within higher 
education with respect to the emergence of the third mission. While at times George 
and Bock may necessarily present a distinctly under-socialised view of the would-be 
 entrepreneur and their negotiations with their given social context, they are in this instance 
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perhaps more guilty of assuming a level of institutional transformation that is hitherto 
in something of a defi cit in the evidence column. Nevertheless, in addressing the issue 
of identity they are implicitly acknowledging the potential for role confl ict and the need 
for an under lying legitimacy which facilitates entrepreneurial behaviour in the academic 
context. The acknowledgement is fl eeting but it is there, and is revisited in Part 5. While the 
nature of this book does not lend itself to intently exploring such troublesome avenues, one 
cannot help but contemplate what interesting questions may emerge from those particular 
shadows. 

Parts 3 and 4 then address the ‘start-up’, ‘growth’ and ‘exit’ stages of the entrepre-
neurial journey, with the attendant processes of ‘tool kit assembly’ and ‘visualising the road 
ahead’. In these chapters the authors address practical concerns such as understanding the 
specifi c industry context, accumulating skills and relevant knowledge, and fi nancing, as 
well as the more abstract challenges of managerial requirements and personal business 
exits. Certainly the practical business challenge is one which many academics approach 
with great trepidation, in that it represents perhaps the behavioural set most alien to their 
own environment. In detailing this challenge, George and Bock do give a well-rounded feel 
to their overall guide for action, but, nevertheless, one senses that the scope of a concept 
such as the managerial task facing a high-tech entrepreneur requires more depth of anal-
ysis than can comfortably be afforded here. This is offset to some degree by the highly 
context-specifi c nature of the content, moderating the ‘handy tips’ tone which surfaces 
occasionally.

As mentioned above, the authors conclude by revisiting the ever present themes of 
identity, growth and learning. As such, they re-emphasise the nature of this work and who 
stands to benefi t from its lessons. This is very much a playbook for the individual adven-
turer, and the many stories its pages hold are indeed testament to the pioneering spirit 
and the basic human desire to seek enterprise in its purest form. In locating this activity in 
what remains a novel context for such behaviour (in a commercial sense), they contribute 
a valuable work. 

However, Inventing Entrepreneurs does fall fi rmly within those parameters, and 
offers little to those who may conceive of entrepreneurial behaviour in the academy as 
a socio cultural, or indeed political, phenomenon which poses much stiffer challenges for 
prevailing conceptualisations of the university as an institution. While George and Bock’s 
account of experiences within those parameters is a rich one, and abounds with both 
instruction and direction for navigation therein, it is unfailing in its adherence to a narrow 
and technical discourse. A conversation beyond these boundaries would be a timely addi-
tion to the narrative. There is plenty to discuss.
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