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The graphic novel provides an attractive medium to communicate business concepts 
with a number of characteristics that may aid student learning in a more effective 
manner than traditional textbooks. The authors provide an overview of the graphic 
novel format and use McLuhan’s research on “hot” versus “cool” media as a theo-
retical base that highlights how and why this format can be a useful tool to present 
management content relevant for the current generation of business students. The 
authors provide examples of how the graphic novel medium could be applied to busi-
ness concepts and conclude with an agenda for future empirical research.
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Societies have always been shaped more by the nature of the media by 
which men communicate than by the content of the communication.

—McLuhan & Fiore (1967, p. 8)

It's misleading to suppose there's any basic difference between educa-
tion and entertainment. This distinction merely relieves people of the 
responsibility of looking into the matter.

—McLuhan (1960, p. 3)

ACADEMICS HAVE RELIED on a number of innovations to engage 
the current generation of students (Proserpio & Gioia, 2007). 
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Often, novel techniques have been brought forward from interac-
tive media incorporating elements beyond textbooks alone. For 
example, management educators have demonstrated that poetry and 
the visual arts (Morris, Urbanski, & Fuller, 2005), motion pictures 
(Bumpus, 2005), game shows (Sarason & Banbury, 2004), and coun-
terinstitutional Web sites (Gossett & Kilker, 2006) all provide contri-
butions useful to management educators and communicators. Despite 
advancements, integration from the field of communications to busi-
ness and management pedagogy has yet to be fully realized (Cohen, 
Musson, & Tietze, 2005).

One innovation in educational content delivery, the graphic novel 
format, has been successful in a number of academic settings that 
suggest this format may translate well to business communication 
and education. This format provides an attractive medium to accom-
modate practitioners and scholars who have recommended storytell-
ing as an effective strategy for communicating business concepts 
(Barry & Elmes, 1997; Forman, 2007; Muir, 2007; Short & Ketchen, 
2005). As well, the importance of visual presentation has been high-
lighted as a critical tool for business communication and education, 
as highlighted in the 2006 special issue of Business Communication 
Quarterly (e.g., Dyrud & Worley, 2006; Hentz, 2006). Thus, the 
graphic novel could be used as an effective medium for management 
storytelling because this format allows for the integration of rich 
metaphor and expression of concepts that are difficult to convey or 
that otherwise might not maintain the reader’s interest through text 
alone (Eisner, 1985, 1996). The use of graphic novels is in line with 
the ideas inherent in media richness theory that suggest individuals 
will have enhanced recall when visual elements are integrated into 
communications (Simpson, 2007). Consequently, this essay argues 
for the introduction of the graphic novel as a useful medium to aid 
in the learning and education objectives of today’s current genera-
tion of business students.

Designation of a graphic novel is usually reserved for book-length 
works where the content is targeted towards a more mature (teenage 
or adult) audience (Green, 2003). In contrast to traditional comic 
strips, these stories often involve complex and often lengthy sto-
rylines. For example, Jacobson and Colon (2006) published a graphic 
novel adaptation of the 9/11 Report. Likewise, the graphic novel 
Maus, by Spiegelman (1986/1991), recounts his father’s story as a 
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holocaust survivor in Nazi Germany (Maus is notable for being the 
first book in this format to receive the Pulitzer Prize). Satrapi’s 
(2003) Persepolis tells the story of her childhood in Iran during the 
Islamic revolution. A number of graphic novels (300, V for Vendetta, 
A History of Violence, Persepolis, and Road to Perdition) have been 
adapted into feature films that also targeted an adult audience. The 
term graphic novel continues to evolve, and a consensus as to the 
definition of a graphic novel has yet to emerge. For the purposes of 
this essay, we consider a graphic novel to be an illustrated work that 
involves a more mature audience in which a dramatic arc is followed 
where content is presented with a definite beginning, middle, and 
end, as opposed to comic strips that appear weekly or comic books in 
which a cast of characters has infinite ongoing plotlines (e.g., 
Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman).

In recent years, graphic novels have been incorporated by educa-
tors at the university level (Tabachnick, 2007). Kaplan has recently 
incorporated the graphic novel format for SAT prep courses (Zlatos, 
2007). The author of Megatrends notes that the graphic novel is the 
only category of novel that is gaining ground in this increasingly 
visual age (Naisbitt, 2007). Thus, while graphic depictions commu-
nicating business content can be traced to Egyptian hieroglyphics, 
and experts in the graphic narrative trace their roots back to early 
European cave art (Eisner, 1996), the graphic novel is a relatively 
new graphic format that has only in recent years been embraced as a 
legitimate medium for student learning.

We assert that the inclusion of this format provides three contribu-
tions to management communication pedagogy. First, the graphic 
novel provides more visual representation of management and busi-
ness concepts that aids student learning and reaches out to certain 
learning styles in a more effective manner than current textbooks 
alone. Second, the graphic novel provides contemporary content 
delivery in line with recent trends and purchasing patterns germane 
to undergraduate business students, especially those in “Generation 
Y,” the generation of students born between 1982 and approximately 
2003. Third, the graphic novel can make application more tangible, 
increase interaction with students, and provide for rich conversation 
while minimizing efforts and optimizing the limited attention span 
of many undergraduates. In this essay, we provide an overview of 
the graphic novel and use McLuhan’s (1962, 1964) research on 
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“hot” versus “cool” media to provide a theoretical basis to illustrate 
how this format can be an effective tool to communicate manage-
ment content relevant for undergraduate students. We then provide 
two illustrations of how the graphic novel medium could be applied 
to management concepts. We conclude by proposing a series of 
research questions that could be examined to assess this unique and 
increasingly popular medium’s potential.

GENERATION Y AND COMMUNICATION 
VIA THE GRAPHIC NOVEL

The generation of students born between 1982 and approximately 
2003, often dubbed Generation Y, is almost as large as the Baby Boom 
generation, with 75 to 76 million YGeners, compared to 79 to 80 mil-
lion Boomers (Deloitte Consulting, 2005). Not simply confined to the 
geographic constraints of the United States, this market has been 
deemed a relevant demographic in Canada (Sweeney, 2008), as well 
as in the United Kingdom (Matthews, 2008).

Educators face unique challenges in effectively reaching this “vir-
tual” generation (Proserpio & Gioia, 2007). For example, YGeners 
are criticized for their short attention spans that may be a function of 
an environment where constant stimulation is the norm (Wolf, 1996). 
The graphic novel provides an attractive medium to meet the high 
need for stimulation that may be required to best meet the needs of 
Generation Y. Student learning is positively impacted by the incorpo-
ration of visual elements (Murphy & Smark, 2006), with the visual-
verbal learning style being one of the primary learning types salient 
to business students (Hallock, Satava, & LeSage, 2003). Lavin (1998) 
comments on the potential of the graphic novel format as follows:

The sophistication of the American comic book/graphic novel may be 
the most underrated literacy movement in recent United States history. 
Many teachers, librarians, and comics professionals have commented 
on the particular suitability of comic books and graphic novels for the 
current generation of young adults, who were raised on television, 
video games, music videos, and other highly visual media. (p. 32)

Thus, the graphic novel is an appealing medium for educational 
content delivery with several attractive features for business and 
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management educators whose primary undergraduate market con-
sists of YGeners.

MEDIA AND COMMUNICATIVE BEHAVIOR 
USING GRAPHIC NOVELS

The value of the graphic novel can be better understood in light of 
McLuhan’s (1964) research in media. McLuhan argued that the 
nature, or format, of the media by which individuals communicate is 
as important in regard to communications efficiency as the content of 
the message conveyed through a particular format (McLuhan, 1962; 
McLuhan & Fiore, 1967). McLuhan’s assertion that “the medium is 
the message” urged communicators to expand their methods for con-
tent delivery beyond traditional printed texts, and McLuhan’s ideas 
remain provocative and controversial over 40 years after the dis-
semination of his original work (Kalba, 2004).

McLuhan was particularly concerned with the intrinsic effect of 
communication media, such as their impact on users’ habits of per-
ception and cultural conditioning (McLuhan, 1962). Impact is a 
function of a medium’s “temperature”—some communication media 
are hot media, and some are cool (McLuhan, 1964): “A hot medium 
is one that extends one single sense in ‘high definition.’ High defini-
tion is the state of being well filled with data” (p. 36). Accordingly, 
“Hot media are, therefore, low in participation, and cool media are 
high in participation or completion by the audience” (p. 36). The 
value of distinguishing between hot and cool media is the assertion 
that cool media require more interaction than hot media; conse-
quently, this level of engagement is likely to result in enhanced com-
munications effectiveness (McLuhan, 1964).

Graphic novels represent cool communication media that are high 
in participation because communication receivers must “fill in,” or 
use their imaginations to complete the communication (we should 
note that the text of traditional novels would also be considered cool 
in McLuhan’s framework). Hot media, in contrast, leave very little 
to be filled in by the media users. For instance, a photograph is much 
hotter than a cartoon or comic because a photograph provides a 
dense amount of visual information, whereas a cartoon or comic 
provides less visual information. A picture of a brick wall may be 
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illustrated in cartoon form by a largely empty wall with only a few 
bricks actually drawn, and the reader’s imagination and experience 
allow for an interpretation of a full wall. According to McLuhan 
(1964), “Hot media are, therefore, low in participation, and cool media 
are high in participation or completion by the audience” (p. 36).

Although the lines in graphic novels or comics are not perfectly 
realistic pictures of people or movement, when we look at the lines, 
we “see” people who are moving because we participate in the 
medium using our imaginations to “fill in the blanks.” In our mind’s 
ear, we may even “hear” a “BAM” sound when we see the three let-
ters b, a, and m accompanied by a drawing that denotes action. In 
hot media such as television, what you see is what you get, but 
in cool media, what you get is what you make of the medium. YGen 
computer-generated media, such as text messages that use abbrevia-
tions, sounds, drawings, pictures, symbols, and other methods, are 
cool media because they seldom rely on only one sense, and they 
require that the communication receiver fill in many blanks in order 
to understand the message. Indeed, it has been suggested that techni-
cal communication professionals can learn much by incorporating 
the design, layout, and communication principles found in comics 
(Opsteegh, 2008). Consequently, we believe the multimedia presen-
tation of material common to graphic novels provides a particularly 
salient medium to communicate to Generation Y.

To highlight the potential for the graphic novel format, two illus-
trations were created by a professional illustrator in consultation with 
the lead author (who provided the layout, dialogue, and text; Short, 
Bauer, Simon, & Ketchen, 2009). Figure 1 illustrates concepts related 
to decision biases. In the graphic novel format, rich metaphor and 
expression of concepts difficult to convey through text alone can be 
easily integrated. For example, the familiar hindsight bias is evident 
as a group of college students are depicted watching a football game 
and second-guessing a specific play call. Figure 2 provides a graphic 
illustration of contemporary issues from Bolles’s (2007) popular job-
hunting and career management book What Color Is Your Parachute? 
The worries concomitant to attaining successful employment in the 
face of outsourcing or job loss due to technological innovations are 
all captured without making explicit statements such as, “The student 
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Figure 1. Example of Graphic Novel Content Illustrating Decision Biases
SOURCE: Short, J., Bauer, T.N., Simon, L., & Ketchen, D. (2009). Atlas Black: 
Managing to Succeed. NY:  Flat World Knowledge. Used with permission.
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Figure 2. Example of Graphic Novel Content Illustrating Issues Relevant to 
Generation Y
SOURCE: Short, J., Bauer, T.N., Simon, L., & Ketchen, D. (2009). Atlas Black: 
Managing to Succeed. NY:  Flat World Knowledge. Used with permission.
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in Figure 2 is experiencing anxiety.” The tension and fear experi-
enced by the undergraduate student who has little relevant work 
experience are shown by the interviewee’s beads of sweat. This 
single-page format may also conjure up a number of emotions 
more quickly and easily than when such content is conveyed using 
text alone. Such examples highlight the potential of cool media 
that provide a useful supplement to traditional forms of business 
communication.

There are a number of ways the graphic novel format may be used 
to improve business communication and student learning. One poten-
tial idea is to create a textbook in the graphic novel format. To take 
full advantage of this format, we believe that creating a storyline 
where character and plot developments are illustrated would best fit 
within the graphic novel genre. For example, a text could develop a 
story where an entrepreneur develops a business plan, pitches the 
business plan to generate startup capital, and then uses funds to start 
the enterprise and hire/train employees. Thus, a running character (or 
set of characters) could work through a plotline incorporating all 
entrepreneurial processes, rather than presenting the processes in 
separate chapters such as found in many textbooks where material is 
often presented in a disconnected and compartmentalized manner.

Another potentially useful method for incorporating graphic content 
is to have students create graphic content in the form of storyboarding, 
a technique where a story’s dramatic arc is illustrated using graphics or 
pictures (Abram, 2008). For example, students could provide their own 
illustrations to augment or replace text when demonstrating how to 
potentially market a new product. These storyboards could then be 
broadcast on other outlets such as YouTube to enhance the outreach of 
such communication (Abram, 2008). An alternative student exercise 
would be to take a single sentence and then illustrate graphically how 
emphasis on a single word in the sentence could effectively change the 
meaning for the receiver. For example, students could illustrate how 
different interpretations of the sentence, “I did not ask you to dinner,” 
could occur depending on sender emphasis:

I did not ask you to dinner. (I had someone else do it for me since I 
was shy.)

I did not ask you to dinner. (It didn’t happen; you’re making it up.)
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I did not ask you to dinner. (I gave you a note that said, “Will you go out 
with me? Check yes or no.”)

I did not ask you to dinner. (I asked your friend but you misheard me.)
I did not ask you to dinner. (I just said we’d go “out.”)

We should add that lack of drawing experience should not hinder 
instructors from incorporating the graphic novel format into their 
classrooms. In Drawing Words and Writing Pictures, Abel and 
Madden (2008) outline a number of well-known graphic techniques 
that would be well suited to those with little drawing experience. 
One technique is to rely on simple stick figures (such as those used 
by Matt Feazell’s character, Cynicalman). An even more minimalist 
approach is used by Shane Simmons, who uses dots to represent 
characters in his work. Incorporating the work of others can also be 
a valuable method for creating graphic content, such as the work of 
David Rees, who uses free public domain art (or “clip art”) to illus-
trate his storylines. A final alternative for projects where many 
detailed pages will be illustrated (such as a graphic textbook) would 
be to work with a professional illustrator (as is the case for the illus-
trations in our essay). In sum, we believe the benefits of this format 
transcend a mastery of drawing and would be useful to instructors 
and students of all artistic backgrounds.

EXAMINING COMMUNICATION THROUGH GRAPHIC  
NOVELS: TOWARDS A RESEARCH AGENDA

We have argued that the graphic novel format is a particularly useful 
medium that has been successful in a number of academic settings 
and that may translate well to business communication and educa-
tion. In the graphic novel format, rich metaphor and expression of 
transcendent concepts, difficult to convey through text alone, can be 
easily integrated (Eisner, 1985, 1996). To provide a springboard for 
further examination of the graphic novel format’s potential, Table 1 
outlines a number of research questions concerning the effectiveness 
of the graphic novel as a communication medium. We conclude our 
essay by highlighting these areas for future scholarly and empirical 
research efforts. To be specific, we encourage empirical examina-
tions that have the potential to provide evidence concerning the 
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effectiveness of graphic novels. Such studies could be conducted 
through experimental methods such as using a pretest and posttest of 
student learning when the graphic novel format is used to convey 
certain content. Another fruitful avenue to examine the efficacy of 
the graphic novel format is through comparisons to other forms of 
learning (such as traditional textbooks or class lectures). In addition, 
affect toward the graphic novel format could be assessed through 
student surveys such as instructor evaluations (which often include 
questions related to student views on assigned course readings).

Media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) states that appropri-
ate media choice is based on the qualities of media being used. 
Richer media are highly interactive and capable of nuances such as 
facial expressions in communication, much like McLuhan’s cooler 
media. Based upon McLuhan’s media work, we argue that the best 
teaching will occur when optimal communication occurs and that 
optimal communication occurs when the material to be communi-
cated is transmitted in a medium fitted to and understood by both 
senders and users; many YGen students are familiar with the graphic 
novel format, and it is our hope that more business scholars, educa-
tors, and instructors will become familiar with and integrate this 
communications format. Empirical research testing media richness 

Table 1. Future Research Questions Examining the Communication 
Effectiveness of Graphic Novels

Does the graphic novel format provide an effective medium for communicating 
business concepts to today’s YGen students? If so, are some concepts more 
effectively communicated this way than others, and if so, which concepts?

Does the graphic novel provide a better form of communicating business concepts to 
Generation Y students than traditional textbooks alone?

Does the graphic novel medium provide a better medium than traditional textbooks 
to promote positive images of business occupations?

Is the graphic novel medium more effective among certain demographic segments 
(e.g., female vs. male students, or students of color vs. White students) for 
communicating business concepts?

Will use of the graphic novel medium to teach business concepts result in higher 
satisfaction with business instruction than instruction with textbooks (or lectures) 
as the sole delivery method?

Does the graphic novel medium provide a more effective vehicle to promote 
organizational storytelling and strategic narrative than traditional textbooks?

Can the graphic novel provide a more cost-effective medium than traditional 
textbooks to teach business concepts?
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theory has received equivocal results to date (Sheer & Chen, 2004), 
and the graphic novel provides a unique medium to examine the 
boundary conditions of media richness theory under different con-
tingencies. Thus, future empirical efforts could examine the effec-
tiveness of the graphic novel to communicate business concepts.

In U.S. popular culture, as Lichter, Lichter, and Amundson (1997) 
note, many television characters (such as J. R. Ewing or Mr. Burns on 
The Simpsons) stigmatize business occupations. Coupled with highly 
publicized examples of unethical behavior (e.g., Enron), negative feel-
ings towards business practitioners may be fostered, which, in turn, 
discourage students from pursuing undergraduate and MBA business 
education in preparation for a business career. However, graphic nov-
els promoting businesspeople as protagonists are the norm in other 
countries such as Japan, and this trend is beginning to spread to the 
United States. For example, Shotaro Ishinomori’s (1988) Japan, Inc. 
(a Japanese graphic novel introduction to Japanese economics) was 
translated for an English-speaking audience. More recently, bestsell-
ing author Daniel Pink (2008) introduced a career guide in the popular 
manga format (a distinct style of comics developed in Japan), and 
Short, Bauer, Ketchen, and Simon (2009) developed a management 
text in graphic novel format. Despite such advancements, few offer-
ings from traditional academics have appeared to date.

Demographic evidence provides another reason that the graphic 
novel may provide a better medium than traditional textbooks to pro-
mote positive images of business occupations. Traditionally, 60% of 
the graphic novel’s readership is female (Masters, 2006), suggesting 
that this format may provide a more evenly balanced and less biased 
method for content delivery than traditional textbooks, which tradi-
tionally have shown women overrepresented in domestic roles and 
underrepresented in occupational and leisure roles (Davies, 1995). 
Future research could examine if graphic novels are more likely than 
traditional textbooks to show a balance of women and men (as well 
as other forms of demographic diversity). Future research efforts 
could also examine if the graphic novel is an effective medium to 
promote positive images of U.S. business occupations and, if so, 
whether the impact varies by student demographic.

Given the popularity of the graphic novel format, perhaps this 
medium could be a way to enhance understanding of key business 
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and management concepts while also achieving enhanced student 
satisfaction with business instruction. In addition, student learning is 
positively impacted by the incorporation of visual elements (Murphy 
& Smark, 2006), and the student whose learning style is primarily 
visual-verbal would be especially benefited (Hallock et al., 2003). 
We believe that empirical research examining linkages between the 
graphic novel format and student satisfaction could provide useful 
information for instructors as well as academic administrators.

Graphic novels could be especially useful in interdisciplinary 
fields such as entrepreneurship and strategic management, which 
bridge business fields such as economics, marketing, finance, account-
ing, psychology, and public policy. Using graphic novels in business 
classes might also encourage a more thorough understanding of inter-
national management and popular culture (Parker, 2004). With 
graphic novels as learning tools, social etiquette, business practices, 
and human relations can be included easily (e.g., Ishinomori, 1988). 
Graphic novels are useful vehicles for giving voices to minorities or 
others with different viewpoints (Bucher & Manning, 2004). They 
also have the potential to positively portray and deconstruct nega-
tive stereotypes. Comprehensive treatments based on research in 
specific fields are unlikely to come from traditional bestselling 
authors and may continue to be scarce if traditional business schol-
ars do not find this medium worthy of integration into the academic 
textbook market.

Print media (such as textbooks) are useful for “the ingraining of 
lineal, sequential habits” (McLuhan, 1962, p. 154) and to foster per-
ceptual habits that compartmentalize and separate information into 
linear patterns. If a text is to be understood, the reader must under-
stand the abstract symbolism represented by the letters and words and 
be able to accurately assimilate information. Graphic depictions are 
useful in their ability to aid in translation of symbolic materials by 
presenting the material in a format alternative to text alone. Assuming 
that the reader understands the printed text, text materials may be 
learned and/or retained if the user is able to successfully “cool” the 
medium and allocate concepts easily and accurately into specialized 
segments. In contrast to text alone, proponents of the graphic novel 
format have noted that this format allows for the concept of “imagi-
native interactivity” suggested by McLuhan’s research (Tabachnick, 
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2007). Barry and Elmes (1997) contend that strategizing efforts and 
organizations’ strategies are recounted in stories and only in stories. 
Organizations must strategize in unpredictable, ambiguous situa-
tions and any strategic alternative devised is “but one of many com-
peting alternatives” (p. 433). Thus, the graphic novel may provide a 
more effective vehicle to incorporate organizational storytelling and 
strategic narratives than traditional textbooks that primarily use lin-
ear, textual tools alone to communicate business concepts.

The use of graphic novels in university classrooms may also have a 
financial advantage. Textbook costs have recently risen at twice the 
inflation rate, resulting in legislation to encourage less expensive alter-
natives (Chaker, 2006). Thus, it is possible that graphic novels (that 
are often issued in paperback and less expensive than hardbound 
textbooks) could provide a more cost-effective medium for deliver-
ing course content. A graphic depiction could illustrate the applica-
tion of core content rather than reproducing classic frameworks, 
diagrams, or pictures (all of which are subject to royalties on the 
publishers’ end). The Federal Reserve Bank currently offers a dozen 
titles in a comic (rather than graphic novel) format that are free to 
the public, covering topics such as monetary policy, interest rates, 
and the history of money. Such topics could be adapted to a graphic 
novel format incorporating more up-to-date contexts (such as the 
recent financial bailout), character stories (perhaps involving how 
recent financial scandals affect individuals or small businesses), and 
more contemporary illustration styles common to recent graphic 
novels. Although the cost savings of such endeavors are likely to be 
dependent upon the strategic positioning of publishers (should they 
decide to offer graphic novel format texts at a lower cost than tradi-
tional texts), future research efforts could examine if graphic novels 
represent a more cost-effective medium than traditional textbooks to 
communicate key business concepts. In sum, we hope our essay 
offers a number of thoughtful suggestions that can be empirically 
tested in future research efforts.

CONCLUSION

Scholars have long felt “a nagging uneasiness about the gap between 
what we as an Academy amount to and what we might amount to” 
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(Hambrick, 1994, p. 13). Scholars continue to criticize organiza-
tional writers and to assert that much writing in management com-
monly uses dense, pompous, and largely impenetrable writing (Grey 
& Sinclair, 2006). As Schultz (2006) notes in his article “Business 
Documents Don’t Have To Be Boring,” embracing visually enhanced 
documents provides a number of benefits over text alone. Adoption 
of the graphic novel format would allow our field to keep pace with 
other disciplines while incorporating a more accessible format and 
has the potential to influence society while simultaneously utilizing 
a more engaging medium appropriate for today’s generation of busi-
ness students.
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