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ABSTRACT. This commentary applauds the efforts made by Professor

Backhaus and his colleagues in their review of current textbooks utilized

to teach business-to-business marketing. It then discusses the notion of

education as a process and attempts to stimulate thinking on the how

business marketing academics can improve our educational efforts by

applying continuous improvement process thinking and the theory of

constraints to the teaching of business marketing. [Article copies available
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Professor Backhaus and his colleagues have done an excellent job in
examining textbooks currently available, primarily in the United States,
for use as tools in both graduate and undergraduate instruction in busi-
ness marketing. The authors note the importance of the book as a teach-
ing tool and make a major contribution by applying Bloom’s Taxonomy
(1956) of learning outcomes types to the examination of the textbook as
a teaching tool. Arguably, this taxonomy is the major theoretical under-
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pinning in the education research field and as noted by the authors, its
relevance is clear in terms of its continued usage in developing educa-
tional programs and in research. The authors group the seven textbooks
into three groups of five, one, and one textbooks respectively. They note
that all books provide content, the first group of five books having the
most comprehensive content. Also all books provide some the instruc-
tor some assistance in the development of higher-level cognitive skills.
They also provide some very interesting descriptive comments on the
ability of the books to provide specific themes of knowledge. They do
note that no book provides all the educational criteria. Finally, they sug-
gest that there may be room for a text that is structured along the lines of
transaction or relationship types, rather then the standard marketing
management approach that all seven books basically employ. We will
come back to that suggestion later.

The purpose of this comment is not to criticize or debate the presenta-
tion, but to start extending the authors work by taking it to another level.
This author appreciates the contribution that Professor Backhaus and
his colleagues have made and seeks to extend their work and to engen-
der some debate. The critical contribution seems to me to be the appli-
cation of Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956) and the application of those types
or levels of learning to the textbook and the ability of the textbook to
support those types or levels of learning. The extension I hope to con-
vince readers I am making is to realize that education is a process, not
much different then many other processes undertaken by people, as-
sembling an automobile, writing up a purchase order, or millions of
other processes consisting of sets of activities which are somehow
linked into what we define as a process. Therefore, as in all other pro-
cesses this author is familiar with, the development of the textbook for a
course, needs to start with the vision of the learning process, not just for
that course, but for the education in general. Since a course like business
marketing can be included in many different learning situations, under-
graduate degree programs, graduate degree programs, continuing edu-
cation of various types, I will focus my comments on the undergraduate
situation. I recognize that the position I am taking is controversial, but
what I hope to do is to stimulate further debate among our colleagues
and while many may not agree with all my assertions, and my position
may ultimately prove to be non favored by most of my colleagues, I
think that the debate it might stimulate will ultimately improve both
course development and textbook development.

Industrial or business marketing has always been something of a
stepchild. Even though early textbooks date back to the 1930s, the exis-
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tence of business marketing as a field of study has come under attack in
the past (Fern and Brown 1984), and continues to occupy what appears
to be a very minor place in most marketing curriculums. In schools that
offer business marketing at the undergraduate as an elective it is mostly
a single elective course, with few exceptions. For example, Lichtenthal
and Butaney (1991) estimate that fully ½ of all business school gradu-
ates begin their careers with business marketing firms, yet less than 2%
of them had business marketing in their curriculum. Discussion of un-
dergraduate curriculum issues in business marketing in the marketing
literature is also not deemed very important as only a few authors have
talked about content, the most complete discussion being the aforemen-
tioned piece by Lichtenthal and Butaney. These authors do a thorough
job of discussing what they believe the course should consist of, what
concepts need to be applied, what skills need to be learned and what
pedagogical tools can be used.

The past 10-15 years has seen some real changes in business prac-
tices. The continuing information technology advances, the continuing
shrinking of the globe, and movements such as increasing quality, inte-
grating functional activities and the notion of the supply/value chain has
had dramatic impacts on how organizations do business. Anderson
(2000), for one, suggests how these activities are changing how busi-
ness in done, what skills are needed and even the potential role of busi-
ness school education in dealing with these changes.

Perhaps one of the major changes in the past 10-15 years has been the
increasing focus on business processes and their improvement. Not that
this is exactly a new idea, it started off as time and motion studies, was
called short interval scheduling in the 1970s and has since been broad-
ened in focus and called business process reengineering. In all cases the
focus is to understand some process at some level of abstraction and to
use that information to improve that process. While a number of contri-
butions have been made over the years, a major recent contributor is Eli
Goldratt (Goldratt and Cox 1992). His classic book, The Goal, outlines
his theory of constraints in a business novel outlining the trials and trib-
ulations of one Alex Rogo and his team of manufacturing personnel
who use the principles of the theory of constraints to turn an unprofit-
able plant into one that makes money. The general focus is on through-
put with the efforts made to decrease inventory and operating expenses.

The theory of constraints is grounded in systems theory and has a
number of perspectives. For example, Cooper and Loe (2000) have
used the specific problem solving methodology of the theory as a teach-
ing tool to get students to identify the core problem and work into solu-
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tions. It has seen substantial debate in the accounting literature (Ruhl
1997; Kee 1995; Fritzch 1997-98), especially as theory of constraints
relates to activity based costing, and has many other applications in vir-
tually every functional area of business as well as in general manage-
ment areas such as managing projects (Steyn 2001). I would not argue
that the theory of constraints is necessarily widespread and ubiquitous,
or well understood, but it has been explored in many contexts.

The fundamental point of the theory of constraints is simply that each
and every process has a constraint in it that limits the ability of that pro-
cess to reach the goal. For example, in the book The Goal the problems
are defined in terms of cycle time, the time it takes to complete the pro-
cess and the cost to produce the product. The firm has just completed
the installation of robotics in one part of the process, but was not seeing
throughput, that is the total cycle time and costs were not dropping. The
lesson to the reader is simply that the expenditures were made on a part
of the process, which did not lead to improvements of the total process
and therefore were ineffective. As the reader progresses through the
book they learn how to identify where the constraints are and how to
deal with them. They also learn that dealing with one constraint only
means that some other constraint exists so that process improvement is
typically a journey, not something with finite beginning and ending
points. The reader also quickly learns the problems with defining pro-
cesses problems narrowly, as in the robotics example, and recognizes
that while it is useful to break up a process into manageable pieces, one
must always examine the big picture to assess true benefits.

My fundamental argument that I am asking the reader to consider is
that education is a process. As such, the notion of process improvement
and the use of theory of constraints have application in our endeavors as
well. Perhaps the first issue is to examine how education as a process is
similar and different from other processes, like putting an automobile
together on the assembly line. One piece of the education process is a
business-marketing course; one piece of assembling an automobile is
attaching the starter motor to the engine. Both consist of a set of activi-
ties linked together. Both are pieces of an overall larger system or pro-
cess. It seems to me that the primarily difference is in the people
involved. By that I mean in the automobile assembly operation the
value is created by an assembler who connects one inanimate object, a
starter, to another, an engine. In the educational example we have a per-
son, a professor who is trying to impart knowledge, skills and attitudes
to a student who clearly is not an inanimate object.
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Process improvement has two very important constructs that drive it.
One is synchronization and the other is standardization. In the automo-
tive example it is important to put the starter in at the correct time in the
process and to synchronize it with other parts of the overall process. Put
it in too early and you may have to take it back out to put something else
in. One of the basic rules of processes is that if law does not require it, or
the customer is not willing to pay for it, why are you doing it. Standard-
ization is also an important construct. Quality has many definitions and
examples, but a simple way of looking at it is to consider design quality
and build quality. In the automotive example we can design quality both
in terms of the materials used and the processes used to assemble those
materials. But we still have to execute those processes. If, for example,
the starter is required to be torqued to a particular spec and the assem-
bler ignores that, you the buyer of that new car may find, 3 days after
taking delivery, that your starter is dragging on the highway making an
awful noise. That is a build quality defect caused by the assembler not
following procedures regarding putting in the starter. For that particular
example the standardized process was not followed and resulted in a
quality defect.

What I am arguing is that education, as a process, also needs to con-
sider standardization and synchronization. And it needs to consider this
from both the perspective of the individual course and major and the
overall process of education.

Lets begin by asking some basic questions about the overall role of ed-
ucation at the undergraduate level. Without getting into the debate about
the role of education, which has been going on as long as formal educa-
tion has existed, we first need to consider as concretely as possible the
overall goals of education and how our specific program will meet those
goals and, of course, who we will measure them. All AACSB business
schools in the US are mission driven and have thus gone through this
thinking process. Part of that process is the development and ongoing im-
provement of the structure of the curriculum that defines in concrete
terms the nature of the knowledge skills and attitude/values that should be
the outcome of the process. At a macro level, the activities of this process
of delivering the curriculum are the courses and important questions that
need to be resolved are simply how do we synchronize and standardize
them. I am sure most of my colleagues have gone through the standard-
ization debate at some level of abstraction, for example, the use of the
same textbook or not for the marketing principles course. At Western
Michigan University we have a standard syllabus, which defines the core
knowledge areas and to a lesser extent, skills and attitude/values and our
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expectation is that instructors will at least deliver in some form the core
knowledge areas. However, there are no measures. My perception is that
most marketing departments have had similar debates and there is a wide
range of standardization being practiced, from none to much more struc-
tured environments. My perception is that in other parts of the world,
there is on average more structure.

I believe that synchronization is an issue that is much less considered.
Our colleagues in accounting consider this issue extensively as much of
accounting builds on previously knowledge. However in the marketing
discipline I believe, and I am not aware of any empirically based knowl-
edge, this is considered rarely by most faculties and when it is, it is super-
ficial. In fact, I would argue that many faculty members might not even
be aware of what their colleagues are teaching, even in the same course.

At the business marketing course level, the concepts of synchroniza-
tion and standardization are equally important. Standardization comes
into play whenever there is more then one section and given the lack of
popularity of business marketing as a discipline and a course, this is prob-
ably not much of an issue in most institutions that offer the course. How-
ever, synchronization is much more of an issue. For most institutions that
offer the course it needs to be thought through in terms of how does the
course contribute to the outcome goals at various levels, and given that
how should it be designed and delivered. Not just with other marketing
courses, but the core courses in other disciplines, notably accounting and
finance which, arguably constitute the language of business.

The textbook is a tool. As you will recall, Professor Backhaus and his
colleagues suggested that a transaction or relationship focus might be a
better or at least alternative focus for the textbook. The reader familiar
with Reid and Plank (2000) would probably suggest that this author
would agree with that suggestion. My own argument is simply that the
two most important constructs in any business marketing course are
how business customers value purchases and thus make decisions and
how they want to relate to the company as well as personal relationships
with supplier company personnel. I would argue that the crux of busi-
ness marketing revolves around those two issues and therefore any
book that through its focus provided the student with the knowledge,
skills and attitudes corresponding with those goals, I would be in favor
of. However, those colleagues who define the goals of the course differ-
ently and the linkages with the other parts of the educational process
differently, are going to come to different conclusions. The key point is
that we go through the process, not necessarily that each university who
offers a program or course agrees.
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In developing a textbook we not only have to consider synchroniza-
tion within our discipline, but also from the perspective of other disci-
plines. While it is my perception that all of the business marketing texts
have given some consideration to this, all could be much more explicit.
As instructors I wonder if the reader is as frustrated as I am with having
to teach some basic accounting or financial concepts, for example, be-
cause the student either has not had them or does not remember them.
The former is caused by lack of standardization and the latter by the fact
that students are not inanimate objects and learn differently as well as
more or less then their fellow students. By being more explicitly syn-
chronous or integrative a textbook could provide an important service
to all of us teaching the business-marketing course.

One final note. I think it is important to consider how one would im-
plement this kind of thinking and to recognize the “sacred cow” it at-
tacks. In the United States we have this concept called academic
freedom. While an official definition is published and available, the in-
terpretation and understanding of that concept is almost as varied as
there are faculty. When you formally and objectively examine educa-
tion as a process with the goal to standardize and synchronize the pro-
cess, given the limits of our students, you effectively suggest that our
notion of academic freedom is somewhat narrow. You agree as a group
of faculty to pursue certain goals, to standardize certain aspects of the
curriculum and to synchronize the process and to develop and use mea-
sures to judge how well you are doing. To faculty who define academic
freedom very broadly this is, in a word, repugnant. And, there are risks.
As has been argued by Plank, Minton, and Blackshear (1997) in a sales
process improvement context, one does not want to standardize or syn-
chronize out the creativity that is so important in delivering a high qual-
ity education experience.

In conclusion, I hope the preceding discussion generates some fur-
ther discussion and further thinking. I firmly believe that education is a
process, much like any other process and would argue that the discus-
sion needs to revolve around similarities and differences of the process
we are involved with versus others that have been successful and con-
tinuously improved. What is in question is not the issue that education is
a process, or that processes need to be improved, but rather how does
what we have learned in other contexts about processes and improve-
ment apply or not apply to our context. The key to get answers is to ask
the right questions and while these may not be the right questions, we
need to explore them and then continue on to answer these or other more
relevant questions.
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