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Abstract 
It is the aim of this paper to present the didactic concept and the content of a recently published 
introductory textbook on business and economics that covers the most important basic concepts on 
not more than 80 pages. The main purpose of this textbook is to foster a thorough understanding of 
these concepts and the ability to apply this understanding to business problems and tasks. It also 
intends to motivate readers to learn more about these concepts and to continue their studies of 
business and economics. The didactic concept is based on a model of clear explanations that has 
been developed at the Institute for Business Education in Vienna and empirically tested. Throughout 
the textbook the cases of two very different businesses are used as illustrative examples. These cases 
are used in all chapters of the textbook in order to illustrate the concepts and make the 
interrelationships between these concepts clear and understandable for the readers. In addition to 
these two cases there are many other examples that illustrate the application of the concepts of 
business and economics to everyday business problems and tasks. Explanations – though brief and 
concise – do not only address the WHAT and HOW, but also the WHY of the contents of the textbook: 
the basic idea of exchanging goods and services, supply and demand meeting on the market, 
competition and prices, types of households and of businesses and the circular flow of the economy, 
of money and its functions, forms of business ownership and sources of finance, marketing, 
accounting and personnel management.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
In Jules Verne’s novel Around the World in Eighty Days, the main protagonist, Mr. Phileas Fogg, tries 
to circumnavigate the world in 80 days or less. In the 1870s, when this book was published, such an 
endeavour was considered difficult, risky or even impossible. Nowadays, about 150 years later, such a 
journey would be easy to make. Writing an introductory textbook on business and economics for 
students who want to study business at the Vienna University of Economics and Business 
(“Wirtschaftsuniversität Wien, WU) might also seem like an easy task. But if these students come from 
various countries from all over the world and differ in culture, educational and socioeconomic 
backgrounds and have very different levels of previous economic knowledge, the task becomes much 
more difficult. There are many introductory textbooks available such as “Understanding Business” [1] 
or “Business Studies” [2], but they comprise hundreds of pages and do not seem particularly suitable 
for self-study. Students would possibly be overwhelmed by the abundance of information and probably 
get lost between the comprehensive information, graphs, cases, statistics and definitions. That is why 
there was a need for a textbook that is short and precise and explains the most important basic 
concepts of business and economics on less than 100 pages. Given these circumstances, writing 
such a textbook feels like being Phileas Fogg on a trip “around the world of business on 80 pages”. 

Students differ largely in previous knowledge on business and economics. Empirical studies on young 
people’s knowledge and understanding of business and economics have consistently shown that a 
considerable portion of the respondents have low levels of economic literacy. They lack knowledge 
and understanding of basic economic concepts and of business matters. Therefore, many young 
people do not understand in which way they are and can be an active part of the economy They could 
profit from a textbook that is based on their every day experience as a young student who is a citizen, 
a consumer and maybe a (part-time) employee. This is the starting point of the textbook “Introduction 
to business and economics” [4]. 

It is the aim of this paper to describe the didactic concept that this textbook is based on, its structure 
as well as the cases that are used as illustrative examples throughout the book in all chapters. 
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2 DIDACTIC CONCEPT 
The didactic concept of this textbook is based on a model of clear explanations that has been 
developed at the Institute for Business Education at WU and empirically tested. It is called “Heuristic 
for Comprehensible Explaining in Business Education” (HCEBE), is oriented towards the principles of 
cognitive psychology and has proved appropriate and effective for explaining business matters, but 
can also be applied for designing explanations in other fields [5].  

As shown in figure 1, the HCEBE distinguishes between the elements of an explanation and its 
characteristics that ensure clarity and comprehensibility. The elements focus on the questions “What 
is it?”, “How does it work?”, “Why is it like that?” and “Why does it work like that?” [5], [6], [7]: 

The question “What is it?” refers to the epistemic structure of the content, the concepts and terms that 
have to be explained. Explaining that the break-even point is the output of a business that needs to be 
sold so that revenues equal total costs [4] refers to that aspect of an explanation. The question “How 
does it work?” concerns the algorithmic or heuristic structure, it refers to showing how the break even 
point is calculated. Many explanations in textbooks focus on explaining “What” and “How”. But it is the 
“Why is it important” and the “Why is it done that way” of an explanations that allow deeper 
understanding. Answering WHY it is important and WHY it is done that way underlines the significance 
of the explained concept for the economy, the business and/or society, the purpose of the concept 
and/or the areas of application. 

 
Figure 1. Heuristic for Comprehensible Explaining in Business Education. [5], [6] 

As depicted in figure 1, it is important to consider the previous knowledge that students might or 
should have and to connect to and (explicitly) build on relevant previous knowledge. When integrating 
new content into existing knowledge, using illustrative examples supports the students’ understanding. 
In order to be useful and motivating, examples should be real or at least realistic and up-to-date. 
Authentic material, such as statistics, newspaper articles, legal texts, documents, photos or videos, 
can and should be used. Explanations and examples should be supported by visualisations, such as 
graphic structures showing hierarchical or non-hierarchical relationships or processes, graphs, T-
accounts, diagrams, pictures, videos or caricatures [5]. 

These elements of an explanation should meet the following criteria in order to foster understanding 
and learning: It is essential that an explanation is technically correct and adapted to the target 
audience. These two characteristics are not mutually exclusive, but it the target audience has a low 
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level of previous knowledge and low cognitive abilities, it might become difficult to find an easy 
explanation that is still perfectly correct. Focusing on the essential and structuring information is 
important because this helps learners to focus and not get distracted. Clear and simple language 
should be used throughout the whole explanation, e.g., by using simple words and sentences [5], [6], 
[7].  

3 TWO CASES AS ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLES 
In order to stimulate the students’ previous knowledge and spark their interest in the new content, an 
illustrative example can be used at the beginning of a learning sequence. A lot of textbooks do so at 
the beginning of a chapter, but very often the example is just used once and then, at the beginning of 
the next chapter, a whole different example is used and the connection to the previous chapter is lost. 
Using the exact same example in more than one chapter helps to see the bigger picture and 
understand the interrelationships between the contents of different chapters. This is why the example 
of two different businesses are used throughout the textbook in each and every chapter. One of these 
two businesses is a small start-up business of two young people that students can easily relate to and 
identify themselves with. The second one is an existing Austrian corporation. Two businesses that 
differ in size, legal structure and other characteristics allow to explain the whole range of concepts in 
business and economics. Using a small start-up enables students to see how a business is set up and 
how it grows and develops over time, using a large corporation as an example allows students to 
understand how to analyze businesses of a much larger scope. 

3.1 First illustrative example: Tina and Steve set up a business 
In the first chapter of the textbook, two young people are introduced who have identified a business 
opportunity: 

“Over the past few years Tina has noticed that quite a lot of people buy new computers though their 
old ones are still working. At the same time other people would be perfectly happy with a used 
computer as long as it works. They do not need to have the latest model, they are just interested in 
having access to the internet and the computer programs that they want to use. What is more, many 
people need help to get started with their new computer, and some also need help later on with new 
releases of software, data storage and security issues. At school and also later during their university 
studies, Tina and her former classmate Steve specialised in computer science and in business. They 
have always tried to help their families and friends with any computer issues. And as more and more 
friends of their friends as well as neighbours and acquaintances of their families have asked for help, 
they consider starting a business that offers a wide range of professional computer services. (…) They 
also consider offering additional services such as setting up the computer at the user’s home, 
installing software, connecting the computer to the internet, explaining how to use the computer, etc. 
Another idea that comes to their mind is offering a 24-hour-online help for problems that might occur. 
Customers that face a problem with their computer could be supported within 24 hours. Tina and 
Steve even consider developing tailor-made software for their customers. Having so many ideas, Tina 
and Steve are convinced that they can start a profitable business. That is exactly what they want to as 
they need to earn money to make a living” [4].  

3.2 Second illustrative example: AT&S, Austria Technologie & Systemtechnik 
AG 

In order to explain that business work in different fields, differ in size, financial sources, legal structure 
and many other aspects, an existing Austrian corporation is also introduced into the first chapter of the 
textbook: 

“Alternatively, Tina and Steve would easily find jobs that they are interested in because they both have 
a profound knowledge of business and computer science. During their studies both of them worked for 
AT&S, the Austrian company Austria Technologie & Systemtechnik AG, for a couple of months and 
they liked that very much. AT&S (https://ats.net/de/) is a manufacturer of high-end printed circuit 
boards and of new technologies such as IC substrates, mSAP and Advanced Packaging. It is located 
in Styria with some production sites in Asia and ranks among the globally leading companies in that 
field. In Europe, AT&S is the market leader, with a revenue of about 990 Mio. € and almost 10,000 
employees. 
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However, at the moment, they both prefer the idea of being self-employed, generate their own ideas, 
create something new and be their own bosses. They prefer to become entrepreneurs who have 
developed an idea, solve problems and create value for their customers, take a risk and make 
sensible economic decisions” [4]. 

4 CONTENT AND STRUCTURE OF THE TEXTBOOK 
By using these two examples a number of relevant questions are posed in the first chapter of the 
textbook. These questions can be used to derive and explain the content and the structure of the 
textbook: 

“They consider further aspects about founding their business. They are ready to work long hours and 
invest their savings in the business. They have found a business location that they consider 
appropriate, where they could rent two rooms in an office building for meeting with customers, working 
and developing software, storing the computers and other equipment. Additionally, they would need a 
car or – even better – a small van that they would use for transporting the computers to and from their 
customers to their office. Tina’s car that she does not really use very often could be used for that 
purpose, at least for the first few months. Yet, they know from what they have learned during their 
business studies that there are a few more questions to be considered. The following chapters cover 
the basic knowledge that is needed for answering these questions [4]. 

Table 1. Important questions to be considered before setting up a business [4]. 

Questions covered in chapter 
Which people and organisations have an interest in the business and/or are 
influenced by Tina’s and Steve’s business activity?  
How does Tina’s and Steve’s business influence the environment and the 
economy? 

Chapter 2 
Basic economic concepts 

What kind of business will Tina’s and Steve’s business be? Chapter 3 
Focus on different kinds of 

businesses 

Tina and Steve work as a team, so which legal form should their business have? 
Do Tina and Steve have enough funds to finance their business? What sources 
of finance could and should they use? 
As they will have bills to pay or might have to repay a loan, how can they make 
sure that they have the funds for that and who will be liable for these payments? 

Chapter 4 
Forms of business 

ownership and sources of 
finance 

What exactly do their potential customers want and need, how can these needs 
be addressed? Will there be (continuous) demand for what they want to offer? 
How many people could be potentially interested in their offer (market potential), 
are there any competitors in the market? 
How much would people be willing to pay for their products and services and in 
which way would this price be affected if the market changed? 
How can a business communicate its supply to its potential customers? 

Chapter 5 
Marketing 

How will Tina and Steve know that their business is thriving? 
How will they know if their financial situation is solid? 
How will they know if their business not only generates profit but also turns 
profits into cash? 

Chapter 6 
Accounting – keeping 

record of business 
transactions 

Why are good and talented people so important for a business?  
What are the tasks of personnel management and how can employees be 
motivated? 

Chapter 7 
Personnel Management – 

because people matter 

What is a business plan and why is it written? 
What is the structure and the content of a business plan? 

Chapter 8 
Writing a business plan 

Summary and application of what has been learnt Chapter 9 
Case study 
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5 CONCLUSIONS 
Chapters 1 to 8 comprise about 80 pages of information, examples and application of the information 
to problems and tasks. Chapter 9 summarizes all the information that is given in Chapters 1 to 8 by 
providing an additional case study of the international Austrian based catering company DO & CO. 
This case study comprises a large number of questions on business problems and tasks that require 
the application of what has been learnt. By working through the textbook students learn about basic 
economic and business concepts and have the opportunity of applying their knowledge at the end of 
the textbook. 

As both business studies and economics are comprehensive scientific fields, multi-faceted and 
interdisciplinary, a short introduction can only cover selected topics. Consequently, the textbook can 
only be the first step of a thorough study of business and economics. Nevertheless, it is intended to be 
a solid basis on which to build more knowledge as well as to spark an enduring interest in business 
and economics and motivate readers to learn more [4]. 
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