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In this increasingly globalized world, arguably, it is increasingly crucial to have foreign language skills – 
especially English, the unofficial business language of the world. However, if one’s foreign language 
ability is not complemented by effective business or communication skills, it might have limited value. 
The question then becomes, “How do we teach business and communication skills in English to students 
who are not required to take these kinds of classes?” Furthermore, many if not most language teachers 
also lack business knowledge, understanding, and  experience; and even if they do have them, it is not 
guaranteed that students will engage with business-related materials or be confident that they can 
understand business classes because, in most cases, students don’t have any background knowledge or 
experience. Marketing Competition Japan was thus born as an answer to address these. 
 
What is Marketing Competition Japan? 
 
Marketing Competition Japan (MCJ) is a task-based learning activity that allows participants to improve 
their English, critical thinking, and presentation skills by providing an opportunity to work on a real-life 
business case. It is the first competition in Japan that combines English, business, and social media 
elements in order to foster globally competent college students who are equipped with the knowledge of 
modern communication technologies and business skills. Its format is straightforward: Following the 
outline (Appendix I) on marketingjp.com, teams of 3-4 students create and submit a basic marketing 
plan in English. The best submissions are then invited to present their plans in English before judges and 
an audience to win the grand prize. MCJ can increase student engagement in class because it is based on 
a real case, promotes creativity, and requires teamwork. 
 
Marketing Competition Japan is different from other university competitions in English for business and 
marketing, presentation and speech, as it was simplified to make sure that not only business or marketing 
students but also other majors can participate, with a recommendation that they have at least 
intermediate level English skills. It aims to achieve this in two ways: 

1. MCJ takes a simple business problem and turns it into a small set of easy-to-answer questions. 
Addressing these questions formulates a basic marketing plan.  

2. Furthermore, MCJ does not involve any complicated calculations, such as demand forecasting 
or return on investment. 

The Procedure 
 
Announcement of the Case 
The business case is typically announced on the MCJ website and in the mainstream media 4-5 months 
before the finals. The case includes some background information, an objective (e.g. increasing the 
number of visitor to a shopping and tourist area), and four questions: 

1. What kind of audience should the company target? 
2. What kind of advertisement message and advertisements would be ideal? 
3. What kind of promotions should the company use? 



4. What kind of social media campaigns should the company run? The students can start working 
on the project immediately after the announcement, either with or without teacher supervision. 
(See Appendix 1.) 

 
1st round 
During the first round, all teams are asked to create a summary marketing plan in a PowerPoint (.ppt) 
format, answering the questions that are asked at the end of the case. There should be no more than 5 
slides, and they need to be submitted via email before the deadline, which is usually 6 weeks before the 
finals. 
  
In 2012, as part of their business plan, all teams were asked to create a short TV commercial (minimum 
10 seconds, maximum of 60 seconds) and upload it to YouTube. The deadline for YouTube video 
submissions was also about 6 weeks before the finals. By creating a video in English, students not only 
utilized their English skills on a finished product but also use their critical thinking and creative skills. 
To increase the engagement, there is also The Best Commercial award given to the most watched video. 
The Best Commercial award, however, does not mean the winning team can go directly to the second 
round. 
  
After reviewing the summary plans, the MCJ organizing committee announces the top 20 teams from the 
Kanto and Kansai regions. There are 3 main criteria in the selection process:  

1. Rationale: Teams have to state very briefly in a paragraph a) the potential customers for the 
brand, b) the major promotion and advertising activities recommended, and c) why these 
consumer groups and these marketing activities were chosen.  

2. Number of creative ideas. 
3. Feasibility of the creative ideas. 

Among these 3 factors, the first one is the most important, as judges look for rationales that are logical 
and appeal to common sense. Criteria #2 and #3 are used to break a tie.  
 
2nd round 
The top 40 teams present their plans in regional Preliminaries, which are held in two major universities 
on the same weekend. At the end of each preliminary, judges publicly announce the top 4 teams from 
each region to go to finals.  
 
3rd Round 
Eight teams who successfully pass the first 2 rounds are invited to the finals held in Kobe City 
University of Foreign Studies. The final is held in a big hall with the participation of jury members, a 
large audience, and representatives from the media. To make sure the judging process is as objective and 
realistic as possible, the judges include a balance of academics and business people. (See Appendix 3 for 
the format.) 
 
Project Based Learning 
 
Project based learning, also known as PBL, is defined as “a systematic teaching method that engages 
students in learning essential knowledge and life-enhancing skills through an extended, student-
influenced inquiry process structured around complex, authentic questions and carefully designed 
products and tasks” (Mergendoller, Markham, Ravitz, & Larmer, 2006, p. 587). Additionally, according 
to Mergendoller, et al. (2006), through PBL, students not only learn content but also gain skills they can 



use in the future, including communication and presentation skills, organization and time management 
skills, research and inquiry skills, self-assessment and reflection skills, and group participation and 
leadership skills. Marketing Competition Japan meets most of the criteria and further lends itself to 
content and language integrated learning (CLIL), content-based learning (CBL), and problem-based 
learning as it can be a class project in advanced level English classes. Table 1 summarizes how MCJ 
provides opportunities for students to develop different skills. 
 
 
Table 1: Project Based Learning Skills and MCJ  
 
Communication and 
presentation skills 

MCJ participants get feedback about their presentation skills 
from their teammates, classmates, and the teacher. The 
teams also gain communication skills, as they have to 
present themselves clearly on paper while writing their 
rationale during 1st round as well as face to face when 
answering questions from the judges on the stage during the 
final. 

Organization and time 
management skills 

The contest has 2 deadlines (applications for the 1st round 
and revisions for the 3rd round). It also has strict length and 
time limitations for the presentations. 

Research and inquiry skills MCJ is a good opportunity for students to gain rudimentary 
inquiry skills, such as face to face or group interviews, as the 
teams are asked to gather data about why or why not they 
are using a product. 

Self-assessment and reflection 
skills 

Throughout the process, team members get feedback from 
their team members, classmates, and their teachers. 

Group participation and 
leadership skills 

Since MCJ is a group project, team members can acquire 
greater leadership skills and understand how group 
dynamics work when they have to put together a plan in a 
short time or collectively manage time on the stage. 

 
Issues 
 
Although MCJ seems to be an ideal PBL task, there are several issues to consider. First of all, since 
students can apply independently to the contest without their professors’ supervision, there is no specifed 
system for instruction or teacher feedback. Whilst some students may find this liberating, other students 
may be daunted by an apparent lack of support; they might not have any instruction and teacher 
feedback, if available, might be inconsistent. Moreover, English teachers with limited knowledge in 
marketing and business might not be able to effectively evaluate the quality of the plans or answer 
questions that the students may have. In addition, some students with limited English skills, business 
knowledge or experience might hesitate to participate in the contest, possibly thinking there is no chance 
they could win. However, we emphasise to both contestants and teachers that as long as they follow 
common sense and make sure the plans do not have one of the common mistakes as outlined in 
Appendices 5 and 6, working on MCJ will help them gain better business and communication skills 
because of the applied format of the competition and the experiences they will share.  
 
Student Feedback 
 



Since MCJ is only two years old, there is not enough data to make a conclusive remark about the 
effectiveness of the competition. However, last year we queried 52 semi-finalists from Kanto and Kansai 
about their experience. The results are presented in Table 2.   
 
Table 2. Post MCJ Satisfaction Survey 
 
Please indicate your agreement with the following statements Agree/ Strongly agree 

I believe most college students can benefit from participating in 
MCJ 

77% 

MCJ improved my knowledge about marketing, business 
communication & social media 

83% 

I enjoyed the experience of competing in Marketing Competition 
Japan 

87% 

 
N: 52 Semi-finalists   
 
The results indicate that a huge majority of the participants enjoyed and benefited from their experience 
and felt  that they gained business, communication and social media knowledge by participating in the 
contest. In future, further insights could be gained by obtaining feedback from teachers as well as 
contestants who were not selected for the finals.  
 
 
Student Creativity 
As 30% of the total score is awarded for creativity and originality, the judging criteria clearly encourages 
student to focus on these aspects. MCJ further promotes student creativity by sharing sample marketing 
plans and past MCJ finalists’ presentations online. Although we have not sought to measure the level or 
improvement in student creativity before and after MCJ, we compiled a list of creative ideas that were 
introduced during the semi-finals of the 2012 MCJ (Table 3). As shown, the ideas are diverse and 
insightful, not only for the participants and the audience members, but also the judges and sponsoring 
companies. 
 
Table 3. List of Creative Ideas 

• The 2012 Marketing Competition Japan  asked participants to come up with ideas to increase 
the number of visitors to Kobe Harborland. Here are the top 24 teams and their ideas. 

 
 Title/Main Theme Creative Idea 
Team 1 Girls' party at Harborland Harborland answers every visitor question on LINE and 

sends a discount coupon for each inquiry. 
Team 2 Hello girls' trip Visitors share their stories of their  Joshin Kai “girls 

party” on Facebook 
Team 3 Viva World Cup 

Harborland 
Discount coupons for people who follow the World Cup 
results on social media 

Team 4 The Mecca of Street Music Live music concerts on UStream sponsored by 
Harborland 

Team 5 Princess Day out Free invitation to 25 groups on Facebook 



Team 6 European Pub Street Digital interactive "like maps" of different parts of 
Harborland and a Twitter "bot" for pub lovers 

Team 7 Families can deepen bonds 
at Harborland 

Facebook app that gives coupons when certain missions 
are accomplished 

Team 8 The Fusion of 3 places Different blank sign boards in different parts of Kobe that 
can show Harborland with the AR technology. When 
people follow the signs they will finally reach Harborland 

Team 9 It is fun because you are 
family 

Use Facebook “Check-in” at Harborland and get a ticket 
for the ferris wheel 

Team 10 Fun for College students Treasure hunt in/around harborland 
Team 11 Plan your trip online LINE “stamps” for Harborland 
Team 12 WINGS for children  Coupons with the AR technology 
Team 13 Families Cook together The best smiling family contest on Facebook 
Team 14 Tag on your memory, 

share for the next time 
Families upload their photos to Facebook by tagging 
Harborland.  

Team 15 Hougen Kanojo on 
Youtube 

Date course contest on Facebook 

Team 16 Smile again, Love again Facebook app that recognizes "smile" which 
automatically sends a coupon for the Anpanman museum 

Team 17 International Village 
Square  

Build relationships with current customers on Facebook 
and Twitter 

Team 18 Target families with the 
mascots 

Create a synergy between the 3 big SNS mediums. Photo 
contests on Facebook 

Team 19 Small Character Brings big 
wonderland 

Harborland introduces different digital characters on 
Mixi. People vote for their favorite character 

Team 20 Let's go to Kobe Photo contest on Facebook 
Team 21 Gamification is the way A "quiz" type Facebook game that asks about the places 

in Harborland.   
Team 22 Look who is tweeting Use real people's tweets about Harborland for train 

advertisements 
Team 23 Money + time + interest Create a viral video on Youtube 
Team 24 Collaborate with a social 

gaming company 
Display giant posters that can be viewed only after 
scanning the QR codes 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
Based on student feedback, implications from the literature, and our own person experiences working 
with students and participants, we believe that MCJ is a very useful, unique, and effective way for 
university students to develop their business and communication skills while honing their English 
language skills. Given that MCJ is based on a real life case study and promotes creativity, critical 
thinking, teamwork, presentation and communication skills, there is no doubt that it offers a great 
opportunity to both learners and teachers from various disciplines. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1: Announcing the Case 
 
Schedule 

§ Deadline to register for the contest: October 28th 
§ Deadline to submit plan summaries and YouTube videos: November 7th 
§ Announcement of qualifying teams: November 12th 
§ Kanto & Kansai Preliminaries: November 24th & 25th 
§ Finals: December 15th 

 
Video Format 

§ Create a TV commercial to promote Kobe Harborland to domestic travelers in Japan. 
§ The length of the commercial should be between 10 and 60 seconds.  
§ The commercial setting can be indoor or outdoor.  
§ There is no strict format (with or without raw footage, edited footage, anime, still image, sketch, 

multiple files, audio, text, human voice, computer generated voice, song, background music, 
video effects, etc.). 

§ Your commercial can be related or unrelated to your social media campaign. 
§ Upload your video to YouTube with the title (Harborland_your university_initials of the 

leader_MCJ2012). 
§ You cannot include negative info, and your videos cannot have violence and obscenity, etc. If 

you decide to include these elements, not only you but also your school will be disqualified for 5 
years. 

 
Application Procedure 

§ Contestants should send an email with a .ppt attachment to marketingcontestjp@gmail.com by 
November 7th, 23:59pm. 

§ The body of the email should include the following: a) university name, b) team members and 
their email addresses, c) URL of the YouTube video, and d) the rationale: a short explanation of 
the focus of your marketing plan and your major marketing activity (1 paragraph maximum, no 
strict format). 

§ The .ppt attachment should not be longer than 5 slides and include a) background, b) target 
consumers, c) ads and promotions, and d) social media activities. 

 
Preliminary Format 

§ Regardless of the number of applicants, the top 20 teams will be selected based on their .ppt plan. 
§ Each team will make a 5 minute presentation + 1 minute QA session to 3 judges in a small room. 

The judges will announce the finalists at the end of the day. 
§ The Kanto Preliminary will be held at mixi headquarters on November 24th. 
§ The Kansai Preliminary will be held Kobe City University of Foreign Studies on November 25th. 

 
  



Appendix 2: Marketing Competition Japan 2012 Business Case 
 

Kobe Harborland 
 

 
Background 
Kobe Harborland is home to an array of large-scale commercial sites, from department stores, 
superstores, and specialty shops to hotels. Founded in 1992, this year Kobe Harborland celebrated its 
20th anniversary. This sightseeing and shopping destination, with its wonderful seaside spots (including 
Kobe Tower, a historical pier, and a pedestrian bridge so perfectly suited to its Kobe surroundings) has 
gained growing popularity among local residents as well as fans of Kobe from around the world.  
 
Location 
Kobe Harborland is located by the Kobe Harbor, just a short walk from JR Kobe Station and minutes  
from Downtown Kobe. The place is also close to Osaka and Kyoto, as it is only a 30 minute train ride 
from the Osaka train station and 50 minute bus ride from Kansai Airport.  
 
Visitors 
People visit Harborland for various reasons, ranging from shopping to dining and watching movies to 
taking a dinner cruise. While Mozaic can be an ideal dating spot for young couples, families with small 
children can find anything they need in the stores of Hare and Familio. Please note that although 
Harborland has more than 10 different facilities, most people prefer to spend time at Mosaic (a 4-floor 
dining complex and an amusement park) and Hare (a 5-floor mid-size shopping mall). 
 
Current Situation 
About two years ago, Hotel New Otani Kobe (located by Kobe Harborland) closed, and recently Hankyu 
Department Store (which occupied almost 1/3 of Hare) shut down its operations. Additionally, there has 
been new shopping centers and outlet malls burgeoning around the city. Research shows that Harborland 
is not among the top destinations domestic tourists want to visit when travelling to Kobe. 
 
However, Hotel Crown Palace Kobe will be opened in July 2012, as a successor of Hotel New Otani 
Kobe. Plus, Ion Mall will be opened next April as a successor of Kobe Hankyu Department Store. In 
addition to that, New Anpan-man Museum will be opened next spring in Mosaic. 
 
Challenge  
Your task is to prepare a simple marketing plan that will explain how to increase the human traffic to 
Kobe Harborland by attracting more visitors from outside the Kobe area (Osaka, Kyoto, Nagoya, Tokyo, 
etc.).  
 
While preparing your plan, please keep the following in mind: 

• It is mandatory to use at least one of these five social media tools in your campaign: Twitter, 
Facebook, YouTube , Google+, or mixi. 

• Your marketing budget is 10,000,000 Yen. 
• You must target people who live outside of Kobe. 

 
  



Appendix 3: Instructions for Contestants 
 

 
Kobe Harborland is a shopping center and dining complex located in a touristic area of Kobe. This year, 
it is aiming to increase the number of visitors from Kansai and Kanto regions. Can you prepare a short 
and simple business plan to help Harborland increase the number of visitors?  
 
Step 1: Form a group of 3 or 4 people and register at marketingjp.com/registration. 
 
Step 2: As a group, answer these questions and put your answers in a .ppt document. 

• (WHO)What kind of people would want to visit Kobe Harborland (e.g. families, the elderly, 
young women, etc.)? 

• (WHY) Why should people visit Kobe Harborland? Come up with an advertising message that 
is effective and easy to remember. 

• (HOW)What kind of advertising would be best (magazine, newspaper, internet, outdoor, etc.)? 
Please include some sample advertisements in your plan. 

• (SOCIAL MEDIA CAMPAIGN) How can you use Twitter, Facebook, or mixi to promote Kobe 
Harborland? Please explain. 

Step 3: Please create a short (10-60 seconds) video to promote Kobe Harborland. Upload your video to 
YouTube. 
 
Step 4: Submit your plan via email to marketingcontestjp@gmail.commarketingcontestjp@gmail.com.  
 
 
 

Appendix 4: Common Marketing Plan Problems 

 
1- The campaign is not feasible. Some examples may be a) the campaign would not attract 

people’s attention or people would not be interested in such a campaign b) even if the 
proposed campaign works for some people, it may have a very small impact on sales c) the 
proposed campaign may not be safe or may involve some privacy issues (having the pictures 
of customers on the brand’s Facebook page without customers’ permission) 

2- Recommendations are not based on any data or go against common knowledge (e.g. it is 
known that not everyone in Japan owns a smart phone, if the plan suggests to reach everyone 
in Japan by using an application, this does not make sense) 

3- Ideas are not original or attention grabbing. 
4- Rationale behind each strategy is not explained or does not make sense. 
5- Target definition is too broad (e.g. Target: Everyone in Japan). 
6- Target size is too small or the target is not likely to be interested in the campaign (e.g. Target: 

People who live in Shizuoka and who own a Lamborghini car) 
7- Campaign message is too simple, can be used for any brand or any place (e.g. Our brand is 

high quality). 
8- Recommended strategies are above the campaign budget or very difficult to execute (e.g. The 

brand will sign on many celebrities and it will have a special TV program. The brand will 
have its logo reflected on the moon). 

9- Recommended strategies are likely to have a very small impact on awareness or sales (e.g. 



The brand will have a radio advertising campaign only). 
10- The Plan is too optimistic (e.g. many contestants just presume that people will participate in 

their social media campaigns or automatically start following the brand on Facebook or 
Twitter. However, in real life,  average consumers don’t follow brands in social media or 
don’t participate in promotional campaigns unless there’s a strong incentive, word of mouth, 
or mass advertising) 

11- Proposed ideas are not connected. It is better to have a consistent message for promotions, 
campaign idea, brand slogan, contests and so on. (e.g. The target: college students, contest: 
college entry exam simulation game, message: the brand will help you get into college, 
campaign: Facebook college exam tips).  

12- Proposed ideas are difficult to implement because they take time or they are very risky 
13- Proposed ideas are difficult to implement because they conflict with the brand’s current 

image 
14-  Proposed ideas are difficult to implement because they are confusing for customers (e.g. the 

customers cannot understand a promotional campaign that has 5 different steps that require 
people to do many things) 

15- Proposed ideas are difficult to implement because they may alienate the brand’s current 
customers (e.g. if Uniqlo targets older users by using the elderly in its commercals, it may 
lose its young customers.) 

 
 

Appendix 6: Common Presentation Problems 
 

 
1. Presentation material is not visually appealing. 
2. The colors, fonts and the background are not consistent. 
3. The images and shapes in the presentation are not consistent.  
4. The presentation does not have an emotional/creative introduction and emotional/creative closing. 
5. The presentation does not have a memorable/emotional slogan. 
6. The material is presented as a logical argument rather than “a story of a brand…” (ps: stories are 

better) 
7. The presenters do not sound passionate on the stage . 
8. The presenters look dull: they sound monotone and they do not have different facial expressions 

during the presentation including, joy, sadness and surprise. 
9. The presenters don’t maintain eye contact with the audience. 
10. The presenters don’t skillfully use “pauses” and “questions” to attract the attention of the 

audience. 
11. The presenters don’t use the stage effectively as a team (e.g. forming a triangle or not standing 

very close to each other). 
12. The presenters don’t have a confident and comfortable body posture. 
13. The presenters are not animated (they don’t move on the stage or they look tired) . 
14. The material is not interesting for the audience members (the presenters don’t use “personal 

experiences” , “quotations”, “things that may capture the attention of the audience”, “stories” or 
“startling facts” during the presentation. 

15. The presenters don’t “finish with a bang” The last words are not something that can make the 
judges or the audience members remember the presentation. 

16. The presenters read everything or most of the material from their notes or from the slides. 
17. The presenters don’t smile.  They seem tense or anxious. 
18. The presenters type everything on their slides word by word instead of just showing keywords or 



key information. 
19. There’s a lot of text in the presentation and a very little amount of pictures/illustrations/images. It 

is ideal that the presenters use pictures or diagrams to explain their ideas.  
20. The presentation does not flow well.  
21. The message is not clear. It is difficult for the audience members to understand what the 

presenters are trying to do and why they are doing it. 
22. There are logical errors in the material (e.g. the problem and the solution the presenters give are 

not related). 
23. There is no team spirit. 
24. Not all members equally participate in or one member dominates the presentation. 
25. The presenters do an OK job but they are not as good as other teams. 


