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Abstract
This paper describes ongoing research investigating students' conceptions of learning
marketing. This empirical study was conducted using a phenomenographic approach to
analyze data from individual semi structured interviews with twenty-four Taiwanese
university students. The six categories of conceptions of learning marketing were identified,
including learning marketing as 'memorizing,' 'testing,' 'applying,' 'gaining higher status,'
'understanding' and 'seeing in a new way.' In contrast with other learning domains, the results
illustrate that 'applying' was conceptualized as the major feature of learning marketing for all
interviewed students. Moreover, most of the students consider 'applying' and 'understanding'
to be closely related when learning marketing.
Keywords: Conceptions of learning marketing, Marketing education, Phenomenographic
approach, Taiwan
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1. Introduction
In the 1970s, a group of Swedish researchers developed the qualitative research approach
known as phenomenography. The researchers’ goal was to explore people’s understanding of
their experience of the world around them. This goal was achieved, and the outcome is a
distinctive qualitative research approach that has application within the social sciences.
The phenomenographic approach is noted as being distinctive in that it identifies similarities
and differences in the way we experience and understand phenomena in the world around us.
It follows that in higher education research, it has been used to recognize how students
experience and understand ‘learning’ (e.g., Eklund-Myrskog, 1998; Marton, Dall’Alba, &
Beaty,1993; Tsai, 2004; Virtanen & Lindblom-Ylänne, 2010). Within this field of research,
much phenomenographic research has sought to contribute to the knowledge of learning by
making evident the different ways learners perceive their learning (Marton & Booth, 1997). If
the students’ different ways of experiencing learning can be obtained, it will facilitate
educators to improve students’ learning outcomes, and provide a foundation for developing
more appropriate curricula or instructional approaches in their class. Therefore, in the current
study, the phenomenographic approach is employed in a careful investigation of how students
interpret “learning marketing”.
1.1 Phenomenographic research
Phenomenography is an interpretive research approach that seeks to describe phenomena in
the world as others see them, the object of the research being to identify variations in ways of
experiencing the phenomenon of interest (Marton & Booth, 1997). It originated with Ference
Marton and his colleagues at the University of Goteborg in Sweden. The term
‘phenomenography’ was coined in 1979 and appeared in the literature related to conceptions
of learning for the first time two years later (Marton, 1981). Such ways of differentiating
should prove useful in understanding other people’s understandings (Marton, 1986, 1988).
Since the 1970s, phenomenography has developed into a distinctive qualitative approach to
understanding not only learning, but a broad range of phenomena. Marton (1981) described
this approach as “research which aims at description, analysis, and understanding of
experiences; that is, research which is directed towards experiential description” (p.180).
The outcomes of phenomenographic research are presented as a hypothetical ‘outcome space’,
developed from the researcher analysis and interpretations of the data collected through a
series of deep and open-ended interviews from a sample group (Marton, 1988). The outcome
space is represented analytically as a limited number of qualitatively different ways of
experiencing the phenomenon, including the structural relationships between these different
ways of experiencing. This structuring of the outcome space involves highlighting key
aspects or ‘dimensions of variation’ that have been found, to link and separate the different
ways of experiencing the phenomenon constituted in the outcome space (Marton & Booth,
1997). For example, the six categories of conceptions of learning identified by Marton et al.
(1993), that is, ‘increasing one’s knowledge’, ‘memorizing,’ ‘applying,’ ‘understanding,’
‘seeing in a different way’ and ‘changing as a person,’ (changing in the way a person sees
themselves) are the outcome space for learning. Each category represents sample students’
2

www.macrothink.org/ber

Business and Economic Research
ISSN 2162-4860
2011, Vol. 1, No. 1: E3

different ways of experiencing learning, and these categories show structural and hierarchical
relationships for conceptualizing learning. Different ways of experiencing learning and
different levels of learning among individual students are more efficiently accessed through
the outcome space of learning.
Phenomenography is one approach for dealing with the problem of analyzing the meaning
that people attribute to the world (Säljö, 1988). Marton (1981) has categorized
phenomenography into three lines of research. The first line of research has continued to
concentrate on general aspects of learning. The second line of research concerns the
conceptions of learning in domains such as engineering, nursing, or science. The third line of
research is described as “pure” phenomenographic interest, and is concerned with
characterizing the way in which people conceive various aspects of their world. To continue
research on the conceptions of learning in a specific domain, and since almost none of the
studies in marketing education have explored students’ conceptions of learning marketing, the
phenomenographic approach is used here to explore students’ conceptions of marketing
learning in particular.
1.2 Conceptions of Learning
To acquire a better understanding of learning, researchers have devoted efforts to careful
investigation of how an individual describes what learning is. The earliest research work into
students’ conceptions of learning was conducted by Säljö (1979). In Säljö’s (1979) study, five
qualitatively different and hierarchically related conceptions of learning were identified using
a phenomenographic method; learning was conceptualized as: (1) increase of knowledge, (2)
memorizing, (3) acquisition of facts, procedures that can be retained and/or utilized in
practice, (4) abstraction of meaning, and (5) an interpretative process aimed at the
understanding of reality. The phenomenographic method, which combines interviews and
protocol and discourse analyses, is used to identify students’ qualitatively different,
hierarchically related, conceptions of learning, and is frequently employed in this line of
research (Richardson, 1999). Säljö’s (1979) categorization of the conceptions of learning has
been supported by subsequent studies (e.g., Dahlin & Regmi, 1997; Eklund-Myrskog, 1998;
Marton et al., 1993). A following study completed by Marton et al. (1993) also found similar
conceptions of learning, for example, ‘increasing one’s knowledge’ (similar to Säljö’s
‘increase of knowledge’), ‘memorizing’ (similar to Säljö’s ‘memorizing’), ‘applying’ (similar
to Säljö’s ‘acquisition of facts, procedures that can be retained and/or utilized in practice’),
‘understanding’ (similar to Säljö’s ‘abstraction of meaning’), ‘seeing in a different way’
(similar to Säljö’s ‘an interpretative process aimed at the understanding of reality’). However,
in a study by Marton et al. (1993), a new conception, learning as ‘personal change’, was
identified.
In Marton et al.’s (1993) study, the first three conceptions, ‘increasing one’s knowledge,’
‘memorizing’ and ‘applying,’ are related to a “quantitative” view of learning, as these
conceptions place more emphasis on what is learned (the ‘what’ aspect of learning) . The
quantitative view implies that learning is a process of accumulation or copying of new and
accurate information in the memory. Therefore, these three conceptions are regarded as
3
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“reproductive” conceptions of learning. However, the latter three conceptions,
‘understanding,’ ‘seeing in a different way’ and ‘changing as a person’ are related to the
“qualitative” view of learning, as these conceptions may focus more on how something is
learned (the ‘how’ aspect of learning). The qualitative view implies that learning involves an
active process of seeking meaning, leading to some kind of transformation in one’s view of
things or of the self. Thus, these three conceptions are viewed as “transformative”
conceptions of learning (Biggs, 1994). Moreover, the process (the “how” aspect) of learning
becomes more important than what is learned, as it will ultimately influence the personal life
of each individual (McLean, 2001). Consequently, the quantitative view of learning is seen as
a lower-level conception of learning, while the qualitative view of learning is viewed as
higher-level. As Marton et al. (1993, 1997) suggested, the quantitative view is oriented to a
focus on ‘the signs’ (i.e. on the learning materials as such), while the qualitative view is
oriented to a focus going beyond the signs or the learning material to ‘the signified’ (i.e. that
to which the learning material refers).
The conceptions of learning are related to educational contexts. Previous studies have found
that students majoring in different domains (such as in nursing or engineering) or in different
educational environmental contexts (such as in Taiwan or Nepal), express quite different
conceptions of learning (Dahlin & Regmi, 1997; Eklund-Myrskog, 1998; Lin & Tsai, 2008;
Marshall, Summer, & Woolnough, 1999; Virtanen & Lindblom-Ylänne, 2010). For example,
other than those revealed by previous studies (Marton et al., 1993; Eklund-Myrskog ,1998;
Marshall et al., 1999), Tsai (2004) found two new categories, ‘testing’ and ‘calculating’ in the
domain of science. Tsai (2004) indicated that these two new categories of learning might be
identified in different educational environments or different learning domains. Therefore, an
individual student may have quite different conceptions in different domains of learning. That
is, students’ understandings about the domain knowledge still play a role in their conceptions
of learning in the specific domain (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). The domain knowledge of
marketing is different from the domain knowledge of other academic disciplines. The
conceptions of learning marketing may also be different from those of other domains (e.g.,
science).
Recently, much marketing education research has concentrated on how to enhance students’
learning outcomes in the marketing discipline (e.g., Duke, 2002; Sautter, 2007; Young,
Klemz, & Murphy, 2003). Several studies have suggested that students’ learning outcomes
are related to their learning styles (Bliuc et al., 2010; Young et al., 2003; Zeegers, 2001). For
example, Zeegers (2001) has illustrated that the deep approach shows a consistent positive
correlation with assessment outcomes. Burnett, Pillay, and Dart (2003) indicated further that
students’ learning styles are correlated to their conceptions of learning. If students’
conceptions of learning marketing can be carefully explored, it will assist educators to
promote their learning outcomes. Therefore, the main purpose of the present study is to
explore students’ conceptions of learning marketing.
2. Method
2.1 Participants
4
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Research data for this study were collected through individual interviews with 24 students
from two universities in Taiwan. As Bowden and Green (2005) suggested, in a
phenomenographic study, the number of interview participants should ensure sufficient
variation in ways of seeing, but not be so many that it makes it difficult to manage the data.
In practice, most phenomenographers find that between 20 and 30 participants meet the two
criteria. All of the participants were majoring in Business Administration, and were taking
marketing management courses. Eleven female and fourteen male students (average age:
22.03) were interviewed for this study.
2.2 Data collection
The research data were gathered by interviewing the sample students. Each student was
interviewed individually by the authors. The interview was undertaken in a semi-structured
way. The guiding interview questions were based on the questions from the studies done by
Marshall et al. (1999) and Tsai (2004), as follows:
 What do you mean by ‘learning marketing’? Or, in your view, what is ‘learning
marketing’?


How do you know when you have learned something about marketing?



How do you learn marketing and for what?

All of the individual interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed word for word. The
interviews were conducted in Chinese and then fully transcribed for further analysis. The
verbatim transcripts of these interviews were the main data sources for analyzing students’
conceptions of learning marketing.
2.3 Data analysis
The analysis of the verbatim transcripts of the interview data was conducted using a
phenomenographic method. Similar to the method used by Tsai (2004), first, the researchers
read all the interview transcripts and marked the parts where students expressed their main
ideas about learning marketing. They then considered the selected parts in every interview
transcript, underlined the most important sentences, and marked keywords which
characterized the student’s views of learning marketing. By comparing the underlined
sentences and the keywords derived from the transcripts, the content-specific similarities and
differences between students’ interview replies about their views of learning marketing were
explored and summarized. Then, the researchers developed ‘qualitatively different’ categories
of descriptions that were used to characterize the conceptions of learning marketing of these
Business Administration majors.
2.4 Reliability checks
The technique of inter-judge reliability is mostly used to check the reliability of categories of
descriptions within phenomenographic studies (Dahlin & Regmi, 1997; Tsai, 2004). The
reliability of the description categories can be claimed on the basis of the percentage
agreement between all the coders’ classifications before and after consultation. Säljö (1988)
5
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believed that an agreement of 80% to 90% after consultation was appropriate. In this study,
two researchers classified the students’ conceptions of learning marketing. For the interview
data which they did not agree upon, the researchers reviewed the interview transcripts again
and discussed them case by case, and then determined a final categorization together. The 88
% agreement of the two researchers in this study is acceptable.
3. Findings
According to the phenomenographic analysis, six qualitatively different conceptions of
learning marketing were identified in this study. The findings are described below.
Learning marketing as ‘memorizing’ (M)
In the first category, students view learning marketing as the memorization of theories and
definitions. For these students, the purpose of learning marketing is to discuss with others and
extend their knowledge. For example, students responded that:
Memorization is essential when you learn marketing. (#1)
I don’t really understand marketing management in class from lectures, but I try to memorize
some theories or definitions first. (#12)
Students are used to using memorization techniques to learn marketing. They memorize
marketing theories or terminology is for discussing the marketing managerial issues with
others. In this way, Memorization is not true learning because interpretation is ignored.
Learning marketing as ‘testing’ (T)
In this category, students conceptualize learning marketing as preparing for tests; their
purpose for learning marketing is to pass the examinations.
Testing is the purpose of learning marketing. (#5)
Because the teacher’s main way of evaluating and assessing student’s achievement is written
examinations, learning marketing for students mean preparing for the tests. (#13)
In this category, the students emphasize the tests when learning marketing. One student (#5)
even claimed that ‘learning marketing is only for testing’.
Learning marketing as ‘gaining higher status’ (G)
In this category, students regard learning marketing as gaining higher status, such as
obtaining a better marketing job, and promoting self competition after graduation. Their
purpose of learning marketing is to be more socialized in a group with good communicative
competence. That can help them to be more competitive and to find a good marketing job.
Learning marketing can enhance my marketing skills and marketing ability, such selling skill,
how communicate with customers, how to advertise a product. (#13)
Learning marketing is very helpful for competition and job interviews. (#17)
Students in this category highly value the outcomes of learning marketing. They believe that
6
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learning marketing may enhance their marketing ability, so that they will have more
opportunities to gain higher status in the job market.
Learning marketing as applying (A)
In this category, applying is conceptualized as the main feature of learning marketing.
Consequently, a successful application of received knowledge constitutes the main purpose of
learning marketing. For instance, students stated that:
Learning marketing needs you to apply it. Application can let you know whether you
understand it or not. (#6)
When you participate in some activities, or school clubs, or get along with people, you can
apply marketing knowledge. Then, you will know how well you have learned. (#24)
Learning marketing is deemed as applying knowledge to solve a variety of life associated
problems. Although the interviewed students do not have real work experience, they still try
to apply knowledge in the situations in which they are engaged, such as daily life and school
clubs. In addition, ‘applying’ is also viewed as an important way to evaluate whether they
really understand the learned knowledge. The relationship between ‘applying’ and
‘understanding’, for some students, seems to be very close.
Learning marketing as understanding (U)
In this category, a true understanding is conceptualized as the chief feature of learning
marketing.
Understanding is the first step of learning marketing. (#11)
Learning marketing requires a real understanding. If you understand the knowledge, you can
apply it in many areas. (#18)
Students in this category evaluate their learning of marketing on the basis of their ability to
apply acquired marketing knowledge.
Learning marketing as seeing in a new way (S)
In the final category, learning marketing is viewed as gaining a new perspective. The
acquisition of marketing managerial knowledge is to obtain a new way to interpret matters
related to business management. For instance, students stated that:
Learning marketing brings new perspectives for me. This is interesting. (#22)
I will try to think in a different way. (#23)
I find my perspectives have become broader. (#24)
These students believe that learning marketing helps them acquire a new way of seeing and
thinking. Their outlook on life seems to be extended after acquiring more knowledge of
marketing management.
3.1 Distribution of students’ conceptions of learning marketing
7
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The purpose of this study is to characterize variations in conceptions of learning marketing
among the interviewed students, rather than to focus on classifying or labeling individual
students. Therefore, for a fuller representation of the interviewed students’ conceptions of
learning marketing, each student was allowed to be included in one or more categories
according to his/her conceptions of learning marketing. The distribution of each student’s
conceptions of learning marketing among the six categories is presented in Table 1.
Table 1. Students’ conceptions of learning marketing
Student ID Memorizing Testing Gaining higher status
*

√

2

√

3

1

Applying Understanding Seeing in a new way
√

√

√

√

√

√

√

4

√

√

5

√

√

√

6

√

√

7

√

√

√

√

√

√

8

√

√

9

√

10

√

√

√

11

√

√

√

12

√

√

√

√

13

√

√

√

√

14

√

√

√

√

√

15

√

√

√

√

√

√

16

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

17
18
19

√

20

√

21

√

√

√
√

√

√

√

22

√

√

23

√

24
Total

13

11

√

√

√
√

√

√

√

√

7

24

20

7

* A sequential identifying number for each student

4. Discussion and Conclusions
Six categories of conceptions of learning marketing have been identified, including learning
markeitng as ‘memorizing,’ ‘testing,’ ‘applying,’ ‘gaining higher status,’ ‘understanding’ and
‘seeing in a new way.’ The ‘applying’ conception of learning marketing was highly
emphasized by the interviewed students.
The case-teaching method has been used in the marketing programs for many years. In
8
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general, the cases involve a description of a business situation, requiring students to identify
and solve general or specific business problems embedded in the situation (Little, Brookes, &
Palmer, 2008). They are very usual as contexts for which to apply the marketing concepts and
theories, and allow students to see how marketing may be practiced in the real world, and are
especially useful where students have no or limited prior experience in employment (e.g.,
Forman, 2006; Harrison-Walker, 2000). In this study, the interviewed students’ high level of
agreement with the ‘applying’ category indicates that marketing knowledge, by nature,
should be applied in practice. This result demonstrates that the case-teaching method is close
to students’ beliefs about the nature of marketing knowledge. Therefore, in general, most
students prefer the case-teaching method in marketing courses, as it can help them obtain
‘real’ understanding of marketing concepts and theories.
Previous studies have shown that students’ conceptions of learning are shaped by culture
(Dahlin & Regmi, 1997; Marton et al., 1997; Marton, Wen, & Wong, 2005; Purdie et al.,
1996). For example, Purdie et al. (1996) showed that Australian and Japanese students had
quite different conceptions of learning. Among students’ conceptions of learning, the
relationship between memorization and understanding are particularly highlighted. Dahlin
and Regmi (1997) indicated that memorization and understanding are often deemed as
opposites in Western thinking. However, Marton et al. (1997) found that learners in Hong
Kong consider memorization and understanding to be closely related. A similar view about
understanding and memorization seems to be present among Taiwanese students. As
illustrated in Table 1, the ‘memorization’ category overlaps with the ‘understanding’ category
in some students’ conceptions of learning marketing (e.g., #2, #3, and #5). For example, one
student (#3) stated that ‘when I learn marketing, I’ll memorize first and then seek to
comprehend.’ Understanding could probably co-exist with memorization, and is based on the
students’ memorization. Therefore, for some Taiwanese students, it is still practical to
understand and memorize simultaneously when learning marketing.
In addition, according to Tsai’s (2004) research, student beliefs about school knowledge and
learning, and conceptions are related to domain-specific epistemologies. Learning
conceptions can be shaped by domain-specific factors, too. In this study, most students’
conceptions of learning marketing overlap ‘application’ and ‘understanding’ (see Table 1 for
details). For example, one student (#6) stated that ‘Learning marketing needs you to apply it.
Application can let you know whether you understand it or not.’ Application and
understanding can coexist in the students’ conceptions of learning marketing. This result is
totally different from other learning domains.
One possible pedagogical contribution this study may have related to the six hierarchical
cognitive processes included in revised versions of Bloom’s taxonomy of learning, namely
remembering, understanding, applying, analyzing, evaluating, and creating (c.f., Krathwohl,
2002). The hierarchical categories of the cognitive processes of revised Bloom’s taxonomy
seem to have some resemblance to conceptions of learning. However, the taxonomy of
educational objectives emphasized what educators expect or intend students to learn as a
result of instruction, but conceptions of learning might represent what students view about
learning. Also, students’ conceptions of learning marketing may be said to represent their
9
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purposes of learning marketing. Marketing educators are urged to use the results of the
present study to evaluate their students’ conceptions of learning marketing and,
simultaneously, plan marketing education curricula that are in sync with revised versions of
Bloom’s taxonomy of learning.
In this study, six qualitatively different conceptions of learning marketing were identified,
including ‘memorizing,’ ‘testing,’ ‘gaining higher status,’ ‘applying,’ ‘understanding’ and
‘seeing in a new way.’ Based on the hierarchical conceptions of learning proposed by Marton
et al. (1993), the first four conceptions can be regarded as “quantitative-oriented” or
“reproductive,” while the last two conceptions are “qualitative-oriented” or “transformative.”
As McLean (2001) concluded, students’ academic achievement is related to the conceptions
of learning that they hold. In this study, students with superior academic records expressed
more transformative conceptions of learning (‘understanding’ and ‘seeing in a new way’)
than did their less academically achieving peers. According to Table 1, the students in this
study tend to hold transformative conceptions of learning marketing (‘understanding’ and
‘seeing in a new way’) less than the reproductive conceptions of learning marketing
(‘memorizing,’ ‘testing,’ ‘gaining higher status’ and ‘applying’). Based on McLean’s (2001)
results, we predict that some students in this study will attain unfavorable achievement
outcomes when they are engaged in learning marketing. How to change students’
reproductive conceptions of learning (such as ‘memorizing’ and ‘testing’) into transformative
conceptions of learning (such as ‘understanding’ and ‘seeing in a new way’) may become an
essential issue for future research.
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