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Teaching notes 

Five strategies for the BUSS4 
pre-release 
Phil Waterhouse 

With the removal of the January series of exams, the pre-release theme for the BUSS4 
paper was made available at the start of September. These five strategies will help you 
prepare your students for the exam. 

1 Start early 
Different centres will use different delivery methods. In our centre we have always shared the 
teaching of each unit between two teachers. However, this year we are adopting a different 
approach. My colleague is concentrating on teaching and delivering BUSS3, while I have 
sole responsibility for BUSS4. Having the pre-release early means I can incorporate it into 
my teaching right from the start and bring in examples as required while delivering the main 
part of the BUSS4 specification. 

2 Answer the question set 
This year’s pre-release theme covers a large and varied topic. This serves as both an 
opportunity and a threat: 

• The standard of research by students in the past few papers has started to falter. 

• An increasing number of responses simply describe what is going on and regurgitate 
learnt examples. These responses do not score well. 

This pre-release theme is arguably broader and more challenging than previous themes. The 
danger with a topic such as China is that students will learn the general arguments about 
doing business in China and fail to develop arguments that show real insight and evidence of 
independent research. 

This is flagged up in the task’s extra bullet points — students are not comparing and 
contrasting a range of businesses. Students’ research has become too narrow and they are 
keen to know ‘what is the minimum number of businesses that we need to research?’ This is 
the wrong attitude. It is not a numbers game, students need to use examples well and relate 
them to the actual question set. 

A recent question asked how firms can prepare for external change. Lots of responses gave 
an answer about how firms can react to external change. This demonstrated that students 
had either misread the question or learnt an answer and examples and tried to fit them to the 
question set. This leads to the dreaded three letters — NAQ — and a poor performance on 
the paper. 
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3 Build a knowledge base 
There are many strands to the pre-release. It is not just about producing in China, it is also 
about selling and how foreign firms can compete both in China and against Chinese firms. 

These strands will be considered in more detail in future BUSINESS REVIEW articles, but the 
starting point for you and your students should be to get an idea of what is happening in 
China right now and what the current trends are. This is clearly signposted in the pre-release, 
and using your knowledge effectively is crucial. 

Start with the YouTube series ‘Shift Happens’ (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ljbI-
363A2Q). This will help give students an awareness of the sheer size of the Chinese 
population and how the world has changed significantly in the last 20 years.  

The series also provides an opportunity to look at some interesting data on China from an 
economic and demographic perspective. Most students will be able to present the simplistic 
argument that China’s population of 1.35 billion people (representing over 19% of the world’s 
population) is a huge potential market for businesses to sell to. However, with just a little bit 
more research, it can be seen that China has twice the number of dollar millionaires than the 
UK, with over 1.2 million. This fact can be used to develop a line of argument, for example: 

• with a significant upper class and a growing middle class, China is a great opportunity 
for luxury brands such as Luis Vuitton, Rolex and Gucci 

• Western brands are in demand, as they are seen as status symbols by the Chinese 

• Chinese consumers would prefer to be seen using an established Western brand 
such as Apple rather than a home grown brand such as Lenovo 

4 Use the concepts 
PESTEL 
This clearly links in with the PESTEL (political, economic, social, technological, 
environmental/ethical, legal) section of the specification. While I will be looking at how these 
aspects can impact businesses in general, I can now also tailor a lesson around China. 

For example, when looking at political factors I would normally use resources that focus on 
different political systems such as Cuba vs the USA and the UK vs France. Now I spend a 
whole lesson on how the political system works in China and how having a relatively stable 
political process with little scandal can help both a country’s economy and the businesses 
that operate within that country. At the same time, I will bring in ethical considerations about 
whether the red tape, bureaucracy and attitude towards human rights are acceptable. 
Google’s experience with Chinese censorship could be looked at.  

SPICED 
Economic data with a specific focus on China should also be used in your BUSS4 teaching. 
For example, when looking at exchange rates the focus should be on the yuan (renminbi) 
and how the exchange rate has changed in relation to the pound, dollar and euro. 

Students still fail to use concepts such as SPICED (strong pound imports cheap exports 
dear) effectively. SPICED is extremely relevant to the pre-release and should give you the 
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opportunity to show how certain businesses have benefited from the exchange rate. Specific 
examples of businesses would be good here. The rising wage costs will also link to inflation 
and reduced competitiveness on the global production front. It would be useful to research 
how China is reacting to these factors.  

5 Find resources 
As always, there is a balancing act between getting students motivated about the pre-release 
and saturating them with ideas and overdoing the research so that they become bored and 
wish we would stop going on and on about China. 

There is a huge number of resources available to teachers. Two of my favourite books on the 
subject are Chindia by Peter Engardio and Tiger Head, Snake Tails by Jonathan Fenby. 
However, as a starting point for you and your students, the BUSINESS REVIEW Online Archive 
has a whole range of past articles that can be utilised in BUSS4 teaching, such as: 

• Marcousé, I. ‘China vs India: the race to the top’, Vol. 17, No. 4, pp. 2–4 

• Marcousé, I. ‘China crisis?’, Vol. 12, No. 1, pp. 28–29 

Remember though, examiners are not looking for descriptive stories — the examples need to 
be used wisely and must be relevant to the actual question set. 


