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Abstract 
 

Innovation is widely regarded as a driver of growth. To achieve innovation, people 

need particular skills, such as creative problem solving, collaboration, planning, as 

well as the ability to think and act sustainably. These skills sets fit within the scope of 

the university business education. Therefore, business educators have a key 

responsibility to help foster these skills in students. This paper outlines a study in 

which undergraduate business students of a Marketing Principles course undertake a 

major collaborative project assessment to develop and plan a sustainable market 

offering. The aim was to determine which sub skills within creative problem solving, 

collaboration, marketing planning and sustainability skills were present at the outset 

and which were developed during the project. Data was collected in the form written 

reflections provided by 110 Australian and Chinese students’. The pre- and post-

project reflections for each student were analysed thematically. The results indicate 

that through experiential, collaborative project-based assessment first-year business 

students can develop many of the requisite skills for innovation, as well as for more 

sustainable organisational performance. 
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Introduction/Background 
 

Marketing involves creating offerings that have value for customers, it plays an 

important role in an organisation’s growth and innovation. The people within the 

organisation making decisions around marketing and innovation benefit from 

education in marketing. Hence, the formal study of marketing principles is normally 

mandatory for all undergraduate business students at higher education institutions. 

Five particular skill sets play a particular important part in both innovation, marketing 

and, hence, education for innovation-oriented marketing: Creativity, sustainability, 

collaboration, planning and reflection. While distinct, these skills are potentially 

complimentary and mutually reinforcing, especially when applied to an integrated 

project, such as developing a new product or service. Therefore, universities often 

include these four skills in their ‘graduate attributes’, that is the qualities, skills and 

understandings a university community agrees its students should develop during their 

time with the institution (Bowden, Hart, King, Trigwell, and Watts 2000). However, 

these five skill sets are rarely taught, assessed or evaluated within one subject.  

 

This paper presents a curriculum initiative to implement the five skill sets in relation 

to an assessable project in the Marketing Principles unit of undergraduate business 

degree. It also reports the results of a study which aimed to investigate the extent to 

which students of Marketing Principles identified – through two reflective tasks – that 

they developed skills in creativity, sustainability, planning and collaboration while 

undertaking their assessable project. The paper is set out as follows: The literature on 

the nature of each of these five skill sets is highlighted; the curriculum context and 

initiative is described; the nature of reflection is discussed and the three research 

questions which emanate from this research aim are presented; the study’s 

methodology and results are presented. Finally, the paper provides implications for 

business and marketing practice and theory, as well as limitations and further research 

suggestions.   

Literature Review 

This section draws on scholarly literature to outline the role of creativity, 

sustainability, planning and collaboration in marketing and innovation. Literature on 

the more generic role of reflection is also reviewed.  

 

Creativity Skills in Marketing 

 

The pivotal role of creativity in modern business success has been widely 

acknowledged by the academic community (Burroughs, Dahl, Moreau, 

Chattopadhyay and Gorn 2011; Griffith University 2004 provides a concise 

overview). As a key factor in innovation (White and Bruton 2011) and new product 

breakthroughs (Titus 2007), creativity contributes to competitive advantage (Couger 

1995) and provides the seeds for growth and prosperity (Titus 2000). Creativity is also 

a key tenet of marketing, which is generally defined as the activity, set of institutions, 

and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that 

have value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large (American Marketing 

Association 2007) - as “the process of offering creative solutions to consumer 

problems” (p. 225).  
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Creatively deriving solutions to problems involves a systematic approach, whereby 

this process has been conceptualised in a number of different ways (e.g. Cropley 

2001; Guilford 1959; Infinite Innovations Ltd 2009). In his seminal article ‘Marketing 

and the creative problem solving process’, Titus (2000) makes a case for emphasising 

creative problem solving (CPS) in marketing education. He describes CPS as a six-

stage process covering (1) problem identification, (2) problem delineation, (3) 

information gathering, (4) idea generation, (5) idea evaluation and refinement and (6) 

idea implementation. Both marketing and CPS commence with a problem-finding 

phase and conclude with solution-finding and solution-implementing activities and 

are, therefore, “hopelessly intertwined” (Titus 2000, p. 233).The CPS steps also 

resemble those required for concept development in an innovation project (White and 

Bruton 2011) - the process whereby new and improved products, processes, materials 

and services are developed, transferred to a plant and/or market where they are 

appropriate (Rubinstein 1989). CPS with its methodical, disciplined and sustained 

cognitive effort (Couger 1995; Gilbert, Prenshaw and Ivy 1996) is ideally suited to 

marketing pedagogy (Ramocki 1996). Hence, Titus recommends that CPS be 

presented in introductory marketing courses to alert students to the integral role 

creativity plays in marketing practice. Following Levitt’s call for more ‘marketing 

imagination’ (1983) lead, Hill and McGinnis (2007) also advocate a pedagogical shift 

from teaching for content to teaching for cultivating the curiosity in marketing 

thinking.  

 

Despite this strong endorsement from marketing scholars, a lack of creativity has been 

observed in university classrooms in the United States and Australia (Dodds 1998; 

Gilbert et al. 1996; Ramocki 1994). Although universities often include creativity as a 

graduate attribute, it is usually not discussed with students, is rarely articulated as an 

explicit learning objective, nor explicitly taught in tertiary education, particularly in 

business (Petocz, Reid and Taylor 2009, p. 414; Jackson 2006, p. 4). It is also one of 

the most common graduate skill deficiencies cited by Australian employers. 

(ACNielsen Research Services 2000). Notably, business students – the managers of 

the future, especially in small and medium-sized business – are generally deficient in 

training and practice in creative problem solving (von der Heidt 2010b). Montuori 

(2012) attributes this absence of creativity to our ‘reproductive education’, in which 

we view learners as consumers of and spectators to knowledge, rather than as 

“embodied and embedded participant[s]” (p. 67).  

 

Sustainability Skills in Marketing  

 

Sustainability is a mega trend and is profoundly affecting the ability of companies 

around the globe to compete and survive (Polkinghorne 2007). The often-quoted 

definition of sustainable development is one that “meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(Brundtland 1987, p. 8). Sustainability is also an evolving paradigm for planning and 

decision-making, which requires a basic understanding of the interconnections and 

interdependency among ecological, economic, and social systems (Kemp, Parto and 

Gibson 2005; Munier 2005; Schmuck and Schultz 2002). These three independent 

dimensions or pillars of sustainability - ecological preservation, social wellbeing for 

all members of society and economic viability – represent the widely recognized triple 

bottom line (Mawhinney 2002). 
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Business as major polluters and consumers of natural resources (International Panel 

on Climate Change 2007; Johansen 2007) are a major cause of ‘unsustainability’ and, 

therefore, an essential component when considering a sustainable solution (Kiuchi 

and Shireman 2002). With their financial resources and innovative capacity, business 

is well placed to drive progress towards sustainable solutions (Hargroves and Smith 

2005), particularly when managers have the requisite education and motivation to 

implement such practices (Bridges and Wilhelm 2008). With growing consumer 

demand for more sustainable products (Moscardo, Lamberton and Wells 2013), smart 

companies treat sustainability as innovation’s new frontier and place a premium on 

environmentally-friendly (green or eco) innovation (Nidumolu, Prahalad and 

Rangaswami 2009). Accordingly, individual creativity is the key resource needed to 

solve the problems of the 21st century, notably those associated with sustainability, 

e.g. climate change (Fergusson 2011). Through CPS new and improved market 

offerings can be developed, which are more sustainable than existing offerings 

(Maxwell, Sheate and van der Vorst 2006). The caveat is, of course, that creativity is 

exercised with a ‘sustainability sensibility’, instead of the predominant practice of 

unsustainable innovation resulting from a narrow profit orientation (Sandri 2013).  

 

A key place where prospective managers and employees could gain new skills for 

CPS necessary for the sustainability shift is as part of their undergraduate or graduate 

university education, particularly within the business schools. However, current 

training approaches do not appear sufficient for meeting the challenges associated 

with a shift to sustainability (Hatfield-Dodds, Turner, Schandl and Doss 2008). There 

is little clear evidence within business education that either staff or students are 

increasing their engagement with or prioritising sustainability ideas. According to 

some scholars (e.g. Sheng and Kok-Soo 2010), business schools are lagging behind 

other disciplines and other business sustainability leaders in terms of ‘going green’ 

and offering low levels of education about and for sustainability, especially in first-

year subjects (von der Heidt, Lamberton, Wilson and Morrison 2012).  

 

Scholars on sustainability education advocate a holistic concept of education for 

sustainability – one which merges both the material and practical aspects of education 

about sustainability (EaS), as well as the holistic, action-based platform of education 

for sustainability (EfS). As Tilbury, Crawley and Berry (2004, p. 2) observe that 

education about and for sustainability (EafS) provides people with the “knowledge 

and understanding to engage with sustainability issues”, as well as the “skills and 

capacity to plan, motivate and manage change towards sustainability within an 

organisation or industry”. Seven main generic skills for sustainability have been 

identified, and these may be taught and can be embedded in any discipline: (1) 

Futures thinking (visioning), (2) critical thinking and reflection, (3) participating in 

decision making, (4) partnering and stakeholder engagement, (5) systemic, 

interdisciplinary thinking, (6) actioning to motivate and manage change and (7) 

practical problem-solving and managing a project (Tilbury et al. 2004; Tilbury, 

Keogh and Kent 2005; Tilbury and Wortman 2004). The Australian Government’s 

(2009) “Living Sustainably” National Action Plan refers to these skills as ‘principles 

of EfS’. Through embedding in curricula and assessment as graduate attributes, 

sustainability skills can potentially be developed in all units in a truly interdisciplinary 

way. It is widely accepted that integrating social responsibility and sustainability 

education in the curriculum better prepares students to face environmental and 
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societal challenges (Albinsson, Perera and Sautter 2011; Hasan 1993; Munilla, 

Bleicken and Miles 1998). 

 

The concepts and practice of creativity, marketing and sustainability are highly 

interrelated - the marketing function is both a natural place for creativity to occur, and 

its practitioners are a key stakeholder group in addressing sustainability-related issues. 

Consequently, marketing educators might reasonably be expected to embed creativity 

and sustainability concepts in their curriculum, including in major assessment. With 

respect to undergraduate marketing curricula at Australian universities, this 

expectation has not yet materialised. Here the teaching and learning focus remains 

with predominantly traditional marketing concepts and practices (von der Heidt 

2010b). This misses an opportunity as undergraduate units, in particular the core 

(mandatory, first-year subjects), are most effective at developing graduates with the 

capacity to achieve sustainability outcomes in their early careers. Moreover the first-

year is crucially important in terms of grounding students’ critical awareness about 

sustainability and its role in business in a cross-disciplinary context. Doing so 

provides a sound foundation for developing sustainability skills in later, more 

advanced units. Shortcomings in undergraduate business education could have 

widespread implications (Fisher 2010), as most students enter the workforce prior to 

undertaking postgraduate education (University of Sydney 2009). Despite the obvious 

fit between creativity, marketing and sustainability, there is paucity of empirical data 

on designing and implementing CPS for sustainable products in an undergraduate 

Marketing Principles subject.   

 

Planning Skills in Marketing  

 

Strategic planning “is the managerial process of creating and maintaining a fit 

between the organisation’s objectives and resources and the evolving market 

opportunities” (Lamb, Hair and McDaniel 2014, p. 14). For an organisation to achieve 

its innovation goals, it needs strategic planning capabilities. Within a Marketing 

Principles course, strategic planning in general and marketing planning in particular 

form an important area of study. Marketing plan assessments are the most popular 

experiential learning assessment in Australian Marketing Principles courses (von der 

Heidt 2010a), whereby the weighting of marketing plans (where used) is usually only 

one-half that of the primary assessment type - the exam. The concept of experiential 

learning has been discussed in the psychology and education literature for some time 

(Dewey 1938; Kolb 1984). It represents a philosophical orientation in teaching and 

learning that prizes ‘learning by doing’ to maximise learning (Sakofs 1995). As a 

participatory method of learning (Feinstein, Mann and Corsun 2002; Hoover and 

Whitehead 1976), the learner is directly in touch with the realities being studied 

(Keeton and Tate 1978) and can combine direct experience with reflection and 

analysis (Joplin 1995). In this way, experiential learning increases students’ self-

efficacy (Pollack and Lilly 2008) and connects them with the business community 

(Kennedy, Lawton and Walker 2001), providing a gentle transition from student to 

practitioner (Fulcher and Paull 2009). Several marketing educators have argued 

strongly for the use of experiential learning projects - often in teams - such as 

marketing plans (Goodnight, Elam and Russell 2008). 
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Collaboration Skills in Marketing 

 

Many organisations are setting up team-based structures to tackle particular issues, 

such as product or process innovation. Collaboration skills are essential for lifelong 

learning in a knowledge-based, networked society (McLoughlin and Lee 2008), and 

are one of the most commonly required skills in the work environment (de Janaszh, 

Dowd and Schneider 2015).  

 

With widening participation in higher education, the proportion of university-

educated people in a population will increase. For instance, the Australian 

Government has envisaged 40% of all 25 to 34 year old to be educated at a bachelor 

level or above by 2025 (Bradley 2008). These Generation Ys – also known as the 

Millennials or Generation C (connected, communicating, content-centric and always 

clicking) arguably deserve most of a higher education instructor’s attention (Friedrich, 

Peterson and Koster 2011). Friedrich et al. (2011) observe that as students, these 

young adults expect student-centred learning. They have a high need for feedback, 

appreciate visual content, embedding of technology in their learning environments 

and collaboration in small groups. Instead of a learning theory focused on the learning 

processes of the individual, connectivism situates learning within the dynamics of 

social interaction, connection and collaboration (Siemens 2007).  

 

However, only about one-half of Australian universities’ Marketing Principles courses 

assessed collaborative learning (von der Heidt 2010a). This is of concern, as teaching 

students how to work collaboratively at undergraduate level is the single most 

important factor in ensuring the development of other, associated graduate skills and 

abilities, not only at university but also during work placement and employment 

(Crebert, Bates, Bell, Patrick and Cragnolini 2004). Because our current education 

system does not adequately support and develop these skills, McLouglin and Lee 

(2008) propose a revised pedagogy: Pedagogy 2.0 “aims to focus on desired learning 

outcomes in order to more fully exploit the affordances and potential for connectivity 

enabled by Web 2.0 and social software tools” (p. 15). As explained by McLouglin 

and Lee (2008), this is achieved by facilitating personal choice (personalization), 

participation and creative production. 

 

Reflection and Lifelong Learning 

 

Reflection has been variously defined in the literature. Put simply it means ‘validity 

testing’ (Mezirow 1990), i.e. a process of correcting distortions in our reasoning and 

attitudes (Cell 1984). “We reflect in order to learn something, or we learn as a result 

of reflecting” (Moon 2005, p. 80). Whether a task is reflective or not depends on the 

learner’s intentions and prior experience. We can only try to design a task to stimulate 

reflective or non-reflective (unchallenging, thoughtless) learning (Moon 2005).  

 

For us to negotiate the complexities of contemporary life and to participate 

thoughtfully in the democratic processes characterising modern socio-political 

systems, “high literacy [e.g. thinking and reading critically, expressing oneself 

clearly, solving complex problems] is required of almost everyone in order 

(Bransford, Brown and Cocking 2000). Barnett and Coate (2005) argue that in the 

modern world of change and, hence, uncertainty, where organisations dissolve and 

employees as unitary selves with known work identities dissolve, the need for self-



von der Heidt, 2017 

Asian Journal of Business Research, Volume 7, Issue 2, 2017 
80 

reliance emerges. “The onus of ensuring any reliability or even appropriateness of 

performance falls, then, on the individual… it has to be up to individuals to determine 

how they will develop themselves as selves” (p. 121). Educational systems play an 

important role in training people – from childhood to throughout adulthood – in these 

aspects of high literacy to facilitate the self-development required. “The sheer 

magnitude of human knowledge renders its coverage by education an impossibility; 

rather the goal of education is better conceived as helping students develop the 

intellectual tools and learning strategies needed to acquire the knowledge that allows 

people to think productively” (Bransford et al. 2000) (p. 5). 

  

In particular, critical self-education is central to the nature of adult learning in modern 

cultures (Bower 1984). In his book ‘Higher Education: A Critical Business’ Barnett’s 

(1997) central thesis is that creative persons with critical spirit will be capable of 

living effectively in the world. Barnett suggests “that educators look for in their 

students, in all the domains including that of action-in-the-world, a critical 

disposition… an ability to size up the world in its different manifestations and the 

capacity to respond in different ways” (p. 87). A critical spirit is deep-seated. It 

“involves persons fully; it involves and takes over their being. The critical spirit is not 

to be taught by talk of skills; by images of mere behavioural accomplishments, of 

techniques to get by with. Fundamentally, it is about the kinds of people, of persons, 

that we are trying in higher education to help to bring about” (p. 87). Reflection is a 

lifelong pursuit. For this reason reflection is necessary for lifelong learning. Lifelong 

learning is a graduate attribute adopted by many universities. It refers to “the ability to 

be responsive to change, to be inquiring and reflective in practice through 

information literacy and autonomous, self-managed learning” (Southern Cross 

University 2017).  

 

A critical self-reflection is a particular cognitive strategy, namely a form of 

“assessment of the individual’s belief system with regard to the potential for self-

concept change, where efforts are directed toward encouraging the belief that most 

positive self-evaluations can and should be achieved” (Harter 1999 p. 347). As noted 

by Harter, this strategy may improve a person’s self-evaluation and prevent the 

development of negative self-representations. Further, critical self-reflection may help 

people achieve an orientation of ‘mutuality’, that is one in which they have a healthy 

balance of autonomy and connectedness. This overcomes the sharp dichotomy 

between people’s orientations that are self-focused (individualistic) and those that are 

other-focused (connected). In the literature on human development and relationships 

there is “consensus that a healthy combination of autonomy and connectedness will 

lead to the most adaptive outcomes across the life span” (Harter 1999, p. 309). 

 

Moon observed that reflective learning may take place when there is no new material 

of learning. This was the aim of the pre-project reflection assessment: At beginning of 

the teaching session, students were expected to undertake some ‘cognitive 

housekeeping’ while describing their current skills and experience in relation to four 

areas relevant to the project: CPS, sustainability, collaboration and marketing 

planning. Reflection may also occur where there is new material of learning that is 

relative complex or ill-structured (Moon 2005), as is the case with the marketing 

principles syllabus and the project brief. The aim of the post-project reflection was to 

capture this second form of reflection on the same four skill categories. Using a 

reflective approach, perceptions about one’s own skills usually covers two main 
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aspects: What one does well; what one doesn’t do so well and plans to change for the 

future (Eyler 2002; Fisher 2010). The remainder of this paper deals with a study 

relating to part of the project assessment, namely the evaluation of students’ pre- and 

post-project reflections.   

 

The previous sections argued that we need to address in business and marketing 

education the lack of creativity skills and education for sustainability skills, so that 

business students are equipped to develop sustainable market offerings. The first-year 

of university is crucially important in grounding students’ critical awareness about 

creativity, sustainability, collaboration and planning, as well as their roles in business 

in a cross-disciplinary context (von der Heidt and Lamberton 2011). So action in the 

form of renewal and innovation of undergraduate curriculum initiatives is called for. 

The next section outlines the context of the initiative, as well as the initiative itself.  

 

The Context and the Initiative 

 

The particular context for the teaching and learning problem of interest in this article 

was the first-year Marketing Principles curriculum within a Bachelor of Business 

program offered at an Australian university. Established in 1994, Southern Cross 

University (SCU) is a mid-sized regional university with around 16,000 students from 

around the world. SCU’s campuses are situated on the North and Mid North Coast of 

New South Wales, Australia, at Lismore, Coffs Harbour and the Gold Coast and 

Tweed Heads. The university has a strong capacity in distance education delivery. It 

also offers programs in Asia through various international educational collaborations. 

Students are attracted to study at SCU because of exceptional quality of life, as well 

as a contemporary and high quality learning experience. SCU also has a dynamic 

research profile, participating in seven national Co-operative Research Centres, as 

diverse as plant genetics and railway innovation. As stated in its Strategic Plan 2016-

2020 (Southern Cross University 2016), the university’s mission is to “equip our students to 

live a life they value and to be effective global citizens. We do this by creating 

inspirational and engaged learning experiences by staff who actively practise 

scholarship.” One of SCU’s stated goals is to “create distinctive opportunities for 

engaged learning and research, as a hallmark of the SCU experience”. The 

curriculum initiative reported in this paper was inspired by this goal.   

 

Of the approximately 11,000 students enrolled in an undergraduate Bachelor degree at 

the university, about one-third is business students. These learners are very diverse in 

terms of location (domestic, offshore), mode (on-campus/residential, 

distance/external), enrolment status (full-time, part-time) and other characteristics, 

such as age (high-school leaver, mature age).  Approximately one-half of business 

students are enrolled in distance mode, with a high proportion working part- or full-

time. Hence, business programs delivery is flexible and blended, that is using e-

learning through the Blackboard learning management system (LMS) with its suite of 

tools (e.g. online quizzes, discussion board, Collaborate virtual classroom, video-

linked lecture recordings through Mediasite), as well as traditional classroom 

interactions. The study of Marketing Principles is crucial for all business students and 

is undertaken as a core or mandatory unit in the first-year within the Bachelor of 

Business program or equivalent programs across almost all regional and mainstream 

Australian universities. Every year around 500 students undertake this SCU subject in 

Australia and – via an international educational collaboration – in China.  
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To address the before-mentioned concerns and achieve the desired learning outcomes, 

a substantial creative problem solving for sustainability’ project was introduced the 

Marketing Principles curriculum in 2012, premised in the view that the “best learning 

is achieved through involvement of reflection and action” (Moon 2005, p. 13). 

Associated teaching and learning resources in creativity, sustainability, marketing 

planning and reflection were also developed to support the students. The project is a 

six-part, carefully scaffolded, formative (staged) assessment weighted at 60%, 

comprising a mix of individual and group work (within groups of three to four 

students) submitted to three different Web 2.0 media (discussion board, blog and 

wiki) within the LMS. It is designed for the students to develop skills in each of the 

five before-mentioned areas: 

 

 Creativity: The students undertake CPS first individually in a blog (worth 5%), 

later collaboratively (in groups of three to four students) in the group wiki (worth 

20%). Each individual CPS is peer reviewed within the group blog (worth 5%). 

 Sustainability: The problem to be addressed through CPS needs to be a real-word 

problem (of the students’ choice) for which a more sustainable market offering 

solution is needed, all the while still providing customer value more sustainably.  

 Planning: In their groups the students write a full marketing plan (worth 20%) for 

the sustainable offering they developed by applying CPS. 

 Collaboration: The students experience first-hand the benefits and drawbacks of 

team work when undertake the project. Two thirds of the project value is based 

on collaborative writing, and strategies are in place to manage major inequities in 

group participation. 

 Reflection: To foster skills in lifelong learning, the students are required to reflect 

on key experiences in creativity, sustainability, planning and collaboration just 

before starting the project and again after the project has been completed (worth 

5% each). The reflections, written in the Blackboard Discussion Board, were 

guided by the typical reflective questions: What did I do well? What didn’t I do 

so well? What could I do better next time?  

 

Research Questions  
 

The three research questions (RQs) to investigate the research aim are as follows: 

 RQ1: Prior to the assessable project, which (1) collaboration, (2) creativity, (3) 

marketing planning and (4) sustainability skills do students perceive they (a) have 

and (b) lack and intend to improve on? 

 RQ2: After completing the assessable project, which (1) collaboration, (2) 

creativity, (3) marketing planning and (4) sustainability skills do students perceive 

they (a) developed well during the project and (b) did not develop well during the 

project and intend to improve on after the project? 

 RQ3: After completing the assessable project, which (1) collaboration, (2) 

creativity, (3) marketing planning and (4) sustainability skills do students perceive 

they have learned during the project? 

 

To guide the students in undertaking their reflections, the following sub-skills were 

drawn from the literature within each of the four skill categories: 

- Collaboration: working together, receiving criticism, giving criticism, 

motivating other people, overcoming difficulties, taking a fair share of work, 
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writing collaboratively, writing online (Burdett 2003; Turner, Ireland, Krenus 

and Pointon 2008). 

- Creative problem solving: gaining insight into customer needs; opportunity 

seeking; risk taking; divergent thinking; tolerating ambiguity; evaluating 

different ideas (Titus 2000).  

- Marketing planning: disciplined, methodical planning; developing customer 

value; developing a competitive offering; integrating the elements of planning; 

applying appropriate marketing strategies; evaluating the impact of strategy 

(Wood 2011). 

- Adopting a sustainability orientation: thinking critically; thinking broadly, 

relationally, systematically; solving problems and managing a project; 

confidence to participate with others (Brundiers and Wiek 2011; Tilbury et al. 

2004). 

 

Methodology 
 

The data used to inform the RQs was in the form of text written by students in the 

LMS Blackboard’s Discussion Board. For their pre-project reflection, students were 

required to write approximately 500 words in an individual Discussion Board thread 

at the beginning of the teaching semester. At the end of the semester, the students 

were asked to write another 500 words as a reply to their initial Discussion Board 

thread. This represented the post-project reflection.  

 

Within each of the four skill categories (collaboration, creative problem solving, 

marketing planning, adopting a sustainability orientation), sub-skills were used as a 

priori codes to guide the thematic text analysis. This analysis was undertaken in an 

Excel spreadsheet. Two researchers (the subject assessor and a research assistant) 

with extensive experience in teaching the subject and assessing student work jointly 

read and coded separately each student’s two reflection texts. A maximum of one sub 

skill - the most substantive - was coded per student pre-MP and post MP to avoid 

double counting. Positive and negative responses were distinguished. Positive codes 

were assigned to responses to the reflective question ‘what I did well’; responses to 

the reflective question ‘what I did not do well’ were assigned negative codes. 

 

In 2014, 256 students from four main cohorts (two Australian on-campus, one 

Australian distance and one China on-campus) completed the subject Marketing 

Principles. Of these, 207 students (27 Australian on-campus 1; 64 Australian on-

campus 2; 52 Australian distance; 64 Chinese) completed both the pre- and the post-

assessment reflections. These student reflections comprised the sampling frame. To 

ensure sample size adequacy, a sample size of 50% was set. To ensure 

representativeness of the sample, a simple random sampling method was used, 

whereby every second student was selected from each cohort, yielding a sample of 

110 students – each with two reflections. The results reported in this paper focus on 

the whole cohort. Within cohort analysis will be reported in a future paper. 

 

Results 

 

The 110 students’ generated a total of 220 reflections – 110 pre-project; 110 post-

project.  Analysing these reflections yielded a total of 2440 codes (see breakdown of 

pre- and post-project codes in Table 1). These codes captured substantive student 
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reflection comments for sub skills within each of the four skill categories – 

collaboration, CPS, marketing planning and sustainability orientation. Within each 

category, additional codes were developed for themes emerging from the reflections: 

‘Time management’ within collaboration; ‘overall creativity’ within Creative problem 

solving; ‘overall planning’ within marketing planning; ‘overall sustainability’ within 

adopting a sustainability orientation. 

 
Table 1. Summary of Codes Per Skill Category and Per Student 

 Collaboration Creative problem solving Marketing planning Sustainability 

 Pre-MP Post-MP Pre-MP Post-MP Pre-MP Post-MP Pre-MP Post-MP 

Total codes 349 340 314 297 302 279 302 257 

Codes per student 3.2 3.1 2.9 2.7 2.7 2.5 2.7 2.3 

Codes per sub skill 38.8 37.8 44.9 42.4 43.1 39.9 50.3 42.8 

 

On average, each student reflected substantively (in a way that could be coded) on 

two to three sub skills per skill category – ranging from 2.3 codes for the post-project 

reflection on sustainability to 3.2 for pre-project reflection on collaboration. On 

average, students’ post-project reflection texts were somewhat less substantive than 

the pre-project reflection texts, that is they yielded fewer codes. This may be 

attributed to student fatigue by end of the teaching session.  

 

Tables 2, 3, 4 and 5 present the pre- and post-project code results for sub skills within 

each of the four categories – collaboration, creative problem solving, marketing 

planning and sustainability. As can be seen in the table, the skill category that 

attracted most substantive student reflection was collaboration, followed by creative 

problem solving, marketing planning and sustainability. This presumably reflects 

students’ relative experience and skills in each of these areas.  

 

RQ1(a): Pre-project skills students perceive they do well  

 

As summarised in Table 2, collaboration was the skill category students most 

commonly cite they do well (203 positive codes; most for ‘working together’). This is 

followed by creativity (177 positive codes; most for ‘evaluating different ideas’; see 

Table 3), sustainability (171 positive codes; most for ‘being confident in groups’; see 

Table 5) and marketing planning (167 positive codes; most for overall planning; see 

Table 4). 

 

RQ1(b): Pre-project skills students perceive they do not do so well 

 

The results of the reflection analysis in Table 2 show that most student perceive skill 

weaknesses in collaboration (146 negative codes; most for ‘giving criticism’, CPS 

(137 negative codes; most for ‘risk taking’; see Table 3), in marketing planning (135 

negative codes; most for ‘applying appropriate marketing strategies’; see Table 4) and 

in sustainability (131 negative codes; most for ‘overall sustainability’; see Table 5). 

 

RQ2(a): Post-project skills students perceive they developed well during the 

project  

 

Table 2 shows that collaboration was also the skill category students most commonly 

cite they did well in after the project (236 positive codes; again most for ‘working 

together’). This is followed by creativity (224 positive codes; most for ‘thinking 
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divergently’; see Table 3), marketing planning (207 positive codes; most for overall 

planning; see Table 4) and sustainability (195 positive codes; most for ‘overall 

sustainability’; see Table 5).  

 

RQ2(b): Post-project skills students perceive they did not do so well 

 

The results of the reflection analysis in Table 2 show that after the project, most 

students still perceive skill weaknesses in collaboration (104 negative codes; most for 

‘motivating other people’, CPS (73 negative codes; most for ‘thinking divergently’; 

see Table 3), in marketing planning (72 negative codes; most for ‘integrating concepts 

to see big picture’; see Table 4) and in sustainability (62 negative codes; most for 

‘being able to motivate and manage change’; see Table 5). 

 

RQ3: Which skills have students come to appreciate most as result of the 

project? 

 

Collaboration 

 

Of the nine main collaborative sub skills pertinent to the project, students’ reflections 

indicate consistent improvement (i.e. fewer students with skill deficiencies and more 

students with skill strengths) in four skills – giving criticism, overcoming difficulties, 

taking fair share of work and writing collaboratively (see Table 2). The results for 

changes post-project in the other five sub skills are mixed. Fewer students struggled 

with receiving criticism, yet fewer students also were less confident about receiving 

criticism. This suggests that the project experience may have triggered some students 

to rethink the way the deal with peer critique. Further, more students reflected on the 

difficulties of doing group work online, yet more also felt they did well in online 

group work. The same response pattern is also evident for ‘managing time for group 

work’. After the project, many students realised the need to improve their time 

management skills.  

 

While there was no appreciable change across the cohort in the way students 

perceived their strengths in working together, through doing the project more students 

identified working together as a skill they still needed to develop further. The most 

challenging collaborative skill appears to be motivating other people: For this skill the 

number of students lacking confidence increased and the number of students with 

confidence declined following the project. This is not surprising, as it is indeed 

difficult to influence to other people’s opinions. Students who recognised this in the 

course of undertaking the project have learned a valuable lesson.   

 
Table 2. Change in Main Perceived Collaboration Skills during Project 

Sub skill Student self-perception Change in skill perception Improvement 

in mastery of 

skill? 
Neg., pos. Pre-MP Post-MP No. students % 

Giving criticism - 40 12 -28 -70% √ 

+ 9 31 22 244% √ 

Overcoming 
difficulties 

- 17 12 -5 -29% √ 

+ 21 28 7 33% √ 

Taking fair share 
of work 

- 13 9 -4 -31% √ 

+ 17 26 9 53% √ 

Writing 
collaboratively 

- 24 9 -15 -63% √ 

+ 7 27 20 286% √ 

Receiving criticism - 20 11 -9 -45% √ 
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+ 39 32 -7 -18% X 

Doing group work 

online 

- 3 8 5 167% X 

+ 1 4 3 300% √ 

Managing time for 

group work 

- 3 14 11 367% X 

+ 2 4 2 100% √ 

Working together - 12 12 0 0% X 

+ 80 71 -9 -11% X 

Motivating other 

people 

- 14 17 3 21% X 

+ 27 13 -14 -52% X 

Total - 146 104 -42 -29% √ 
+ 203 236 33 16% √ 

 

Creativity 

 

Of the seven main creative problem solving sub skills pertinent to the project, 

students’ reflections indicate consistent improvement (i.e. fewer students with skill 

deficiencies and more students with skill strengths) in four skills – gaining insight in 

to customer needs, thinking divergently, risk taking and overall creativity (see Table 

3). For the other three sub skills the results for changes post-project are mixed. Fewer 

students struggled with seeking opportunities, yet fewer students also were less 

confident about doing so. By doing the project some students may have realised the 

challenge involved with systematically seeking meaningful opportunities. No students 

reflected negatively on their ability for tolerating ambiguity. Yet fewer students also 

reflected positively on this skill. Surprisingly, despite the guidance provided in the 

project-related learning resources, there was no change across the overall student 

cohort in their perceived skill weakness in evaluating different ideas. More students 

reflected on their enhanced ability to do so after having undertaken the project.  

 
Table 3. Change in Main Perceived Creative Problem Solving Skills during Project 

Sub skill Student self-perception Change in skill perception Improvement 

in mastery of 

skill? 
Neg., pos. Pre-MP Post-MP No. students % 

Gaining insight into 

customer needs 

- 15 4 -11 -73 √ 

+ 31 40 9 29 √ 

Thinking divergently - 29 22 -7 -24 √ 

+ 49 69 20 41 √ 

Risk taking - 42 16 -26 -62 √ 

+ 20 27 7 35 √ 

Overall creativity - 12 8 -4 -33 √ 

+ 6 19 13 217 √ 

Seeking opportunities - 9 3 -6 -67 √ 

+ 15 6 -9 -60 X 

Tolerating ambiguity - 10 0 -10 -100 √ 

+ 6 4 -2 -33 X 

Evaluating different 

ideas 

- 20 20 0 0 X 

+ 50 59 9 18 √ 

Total - 137 73 -64 -47% √ 
+ 177 224 47 27% √ 

 

Marketing Planning 

 

Of the seven main marketing planning sub skills pertinent to the project, students’ 

reflections indicate consistent improvement (i.e. fewer students with skill deficiencies 

and more students with skill strengths) in four skills – applying appropriate 

marketing strategies, evaluating impact of strategies, developing a competitive 

offering and integrating concepts to see the big picture – see Table 4. For the other 
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three sub skills the results for changes post-project are mixed. Fewer students 

struggled with developing customer value, yet somewhat fewer students also 

questioned their ability to do so confidently. Perhaps through their experience of 

undertaking the project, these students better appreciate the depth of the value concept 

and the challenge to craft a truly meaningful and sustainable value proposition. Fewer 

students had issues with approaching marketing planning in a disciplined, methodical 

way. At the same time, fewer students (than before the project) reflected on their 

strengths in planning this way. It may be that – post-project – the students have a 

better appreciation of the methodical nature of marketing planning and realise that 

they have not yet adequately mastered it. In terms of overall planning, it is pleasing to 

see that fewer students reflected on their weak planning skills. Surprisingly, there was 

no evident change across the cohort in self-reported overall planning skills. Revisiting 

the reflections sampled, most students who reported pre-project planning skill 

strengths, also did so in their post-project reflections.  

 
Table 4. Change in Main Perceived Marketing Planning Skills during Project 

Sub skill Student self-perception Change in skill perception Improvement in 

mastery of skill? 
Neg., pos. Pre-MP Post-MP No. students % 

Applying appropriate 
marketing strategies 

- 30 16 -14 -47 √ 

+ 15 43 28 187 √ 

Evaluating impact of 

strategies 

- 16 10 -6 -38 √ 

+ 7 11 4 57 √ 

Developing a competitive 

offering 

- 17 4 -13 -76 √ 

+ 8 30 22 275 √ 

Integrating concepts to 

see big picture 

- 21 20 -1 -5 √ 

+ 12 18 6 50 √ 

Developing customer 

value 

- 13 3 -10 -77 √ 

+ 36 31 -5 -14 X 

Being disciplined & 

methodical 

- 12 9 -3 -25 √ 

+ 33 18 -15 -45 X 

Overall planning - 26 10 -16 -62 √ 

+ 56 56 0 0 X 

Total - 135 72 -63 -47 √ 
+ 167 207 40 25 √ 

 

Sustainability 

 

As shown in Table 5, of the seven main sustainability sub skills pertinent to the 

project, students’ reflections indicate consistent improvement (i.e. fewer students with 

skill deficiencies and more students with skill strengths) in three skills – overall 

sustainability, thinking critically and thinking more broadly, relationally and 

systematically. For the other four sub skills the results for changes post-project are 

mixed. Fewer students struggled with their confidence to participate in groups; yet 

somewhat fewer students than before the beginning of the project reflected positively 

on their confidence to do so. As discussed under ‘collaboration’, while most student 

developed and improved a range of group work skills, some students found 

themselves challenged on certain skills, such as receiving criticism and working 

together. A similar response pattern was found with the sustainability skill for 

motivating and managing change. There was a decline in the number of students who 

perceived weaknesses in their ability to do so. However, after the project fewer 

students were as confident in their abilities to motivate and manage change as 

beforehand. It is possible that some students overestimate their confidence and 

abilities prior to undertaking a task, as they do not have a realistic expectation of that 
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task. Motivating others often means taking the lead within a peer group. This does not 

come easily to most people. Most of us like to operate within our comfort zones and 

do not enjoy challenging ourselves or facing risks. Yet this is just what is required in 

developing new, more sustainable approaches. Surprisingly, after the project several 

more students felt negatively about their skills in solving problems and managing a 

project and somewhat fewer students felt as positive about them as before the project. 

As mentioned before, this may be a result of the project experience stimulating some 

students to think more realistically about the level of skills needed to successfully 

perform certain challenging tasks.   

 
Table 5. Change in Main Perceived Sustainability Skills during Project 

Sub skill Student self-perception Change in skill perception Improvement in 

mastery of skill? 
Neg., pos. Pre-MP Post-MP No. students % 

Overall sustainability - 35 11 -24 -69 √ 

+ 46 64 18 39 √ 

Thinking critically - 29 9 -20 -69 √ 

+ 23 36 13 57 √ 

Thinking broadly & 
relationally 

- 23 7 -16 -70 √ 

+ 14 23 9 64 √ 

Being confident to participate 
in groups 

- 16 10 -6 -38 √ 

+ 49 40 -9 -18 X 

Being able to motivate & 
manage change 

- 22 16 -6 -27 √ 

+ 26 22 -4 -15 X 

Solving problems and 
managing a project 

- 6 9 3 50 X 

+ 13 10 -3 -23 X 

Total - 131 62 -69 -53 √ 
+ 171 195 24 15 √ 

 

Implications for Theory and Business Marketing Practice 
 

This is the first study of a first-year marketing undergraduate subject to link the skill 

concepts of creativity, sustainability, planning and collaboration in curriculum. These 

four distinct skills, which are vital in successful business, can and, ideally, should be 

developed in conjunction through an integrated project. The study also demonstrates 

how student perceptions of their skill development may be evaluated using pre- and 

post-project reflections. Student reflections yield rich data, which provides deeper 

insights in to student thinking, as well as some assurance of learning. 

 

The results show that pre-project student reflections help students think consciously 

about their existing skill strengths, as well as need for improvement in skills. Across 

all four skill categories (collaboration, creative problem solving, marketing planning 

and sustainability orientation), post-project there were substantial (28 to 53%) 

reductions in perceived skill weaknesses and substantial (15 to 33%) increases in 

perceived skill strengths. This finding suggests that through experiential, collaborative 

project-based assessment we can help first-year business students tackle their 

perceived skill shortcomings, as well as boost their perceived skill strengths. 

Following the project learning experience, some students start to more realistically 

assess their skills in a second, post-project reflection. At a minimum, these reflective 

tasks allow students to perform explicit self-evaluations and develop metacognition, 

which supports deeper learning (Ramocki, 2007) - a prerequisite for innovation and 

sustainable organisational performance.   
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Through their university’s curriculum and assessment policies, educators are often 

encouraged to incorporate experiential curriculum in their first-year courses, in order 

to stimulate student learning about real-world problems. The design of dilemma-

based, authentic tasks relevant to practice requires careful planning, implementation 

and evaluation. While this may be challenging in a crowded curriculum and for large, 

first-year units, the payoff in terms of more mindful students is worth it. The study 

reported in this paper shows that the impact of such assessment can be assessed 

through pre- and post-project reflective tasks. By reading these reflections the 

educator can assess – formally and/or informally – the relative impact of the project 

task on student learning.  

 

The relevance for business marketing practitioners of this research is two-fold. Firstly, 

based on this study, it is postulated that business students who have been exposed to 

authentic and contemporary forms of assessment in their university education would 

enact better performance in their collaborative project work, creative problem solving 

and sustainability management in their professional business careers. Students with 

skills in collaborative project work, creative problem solving and sustainability 

management represent a valuable human resource. They are already sensitised to and 

able to tackle the challenges faced by organisations, such as remaining competitive 

through innovation and to attaining a reputation for sustainability. Secondly, 

businesses can – through training and workshops - undertake efforts to foster in their 

existing staff the creativity, sustainability, planning and collaboration skills practiced 

by students in the higher education context of this study.  

 

Limitations and Further Research 
 

The study is based on self-reporting or perceptions by respondents of their skill sets. It 

is possible that if the same sets of skills were to be assessed in another way, different 

results may be obtained. There are alternative methods for investigating the extent to 

which students develop skills in graduate attributes, such as creativity, sustainability, 

planning and collaboration through undertaking an authentic assessment project. 

Measures might be developed to capture these soft skills and quantify change in skill 

levels after undertaking major experiential assessment. Tutors may also be asked to 

contribute their views on student skill levels and nature of change in skills. 

 

Another limitation of the study is that it is a single case study. This makes it difficult 

to generalise the findings. Further research in which students undertake written or oral 

reflections on skill achievement may be performed in other subjects. However, it is 

acknowledged that the coding of reflective text is time-consuming and may not be 

easily done routinely within one or across several subjects.   
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