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BUSS4 Section A pre-release 

Three lessons to learn from 
examiner reports 
Phil Waterhouse 

The 2014 BUSS4 examiner report expressed more than ever the fact that students were not 
using the research that they had carried out in an effective manner that enabled them to pick 
up key marks for application and analysis. There are three main reasons for this and three 
important lessons that you can learn so that you do not make the same mistakes with the 
new pre-release theme. 

1 Overreliance on pre-release packs 
Many students relied on packs provided for them by their teachers or by organisations that 
produce detailed notes and examples of potential questions and key businesses to research 
and understand. While these packs can be useful, students are relying on these packs far 
too much and using exact examples and data from them that have been learnt by rote. 

This is not what examiners are looking for — they want to see evidence of research, but they 
do not want to see stories. Many scripts this summer simply retold stories about how Ikea or 
KFC had been successful in China. These were repetitive and not used to tackle the 
question set. 

Making use of your own research and examples not only makes your response stand out, it 
also goes to the heart of what the exam is supposed to be testing. The China pre-release 
was a fantastic topic and gave scope for lots of opportunities for research and examples to 
be used effectively. Unfortunately, too many scripts were descriptive and samey and this 
limited the marks that could be awarded — especially as this often went hand in hand with 
the next point… 

2 Not answering the exact question set 
This has been highlighted so many times by examiners and teachers. It is frustrating to see 
so many students fail to pick up on the precise wording of the question and fall into the trap 
of providing a generic response that is similar to a question that the student has practised in 
class. 

The classic example from the 2014 exam was the question on opportunities and threats. It 
was crucial that students picked up on the word still, as this meant their responses would be 
about current and future trends and how much of an opportunity or threat China is right now. 
Responses that simply told stories about how firms such as KFC, Zara and JLR had seized 
the opportunity in the past were not necessarily relevant. They could have been used well — 
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if the candidate had compared and contrasted the fact that Western firms that are now 
looking to move into China might have less of an opportunity, as there are already 
established firms. However, this was rarely done, as students had simply learnt their stories 
and just used these. It cannot be stressed enough that examples have to be relevant, 
focused on the question set and developed in a business context.  

3 Limited research and lack of awareness 
One of the purposes of BUSINESS REVIEW magazine is to stimulate an interest in the wider 
context of business and bring examples to your attention that capture your imagination and 
help you build up a portfolio of case studies that you can utilise in your responses. This is a 
vital skill for BUSS4 in particular and I have been urging my students to develop their own 
examples and foster their interest and awareness of businesses in the news. If you build up a 
scrapbook of business cases that you can develop and link key theories to, you can use it to 
build lines of analytical argument. The case studies in the magazine are there to help you 
‘dial up a case study’ when required and bring relevant examples into your responses. 

A pre-release theme such as China is vast. Rather than taking the attitude ‘what is the 
minimum number of case studies I need?’, you should be thinking ‘how many relevant case 
studies can I think of for each bullet point?’ Malcolm Gladwell in his book Outliers and 
Matthew Syed in his book Bounce talk about the 10,000-hour rule for greatness. While I am 
not suggesting this is how much work you need to put into the pre-release, it did feel as if 
many students were simply applying the 10-minute rule to their research and this is not going 
to lead to success. The authors above suggest that greatness is not innate — it comes from 
immersing yourself in your chosen field and practising the skills required so they become 
‘natural’.  

In terms of being aware of the bigger picture, it is too simplistic to suggest that China is still 
an area of low wages and low levels of technology. The growth rates in China are still far 
above those of developed Western economies, but they are slowing down and perhaps there 
is a greater opportunity in other emerging markets. Unfortunately very few students looked to 
develop this line of argument and simply examined companies that had entered China early 
and exploited first-mover advantage, which was not what the questions demanded. Similarly, 
China has attracted a lot of attention for its environmental and ethical standards, where it has 
historically fallen short. However, very few students developed the line of argument that 
China is actually leading the way in terms of green technology, as it has recognised that its 
growth needs to be more sustainable, which could be seen as a great opportunity for firms in 
the future. 

Avoiding the mistakes 
The students that achieved maximum marks on the BUSS4 exam had the following things in 
common: 

• They used their own relevant and well-researched examples. 

• They focused directly on the question set. 
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• The examples were developed well in the context of the case study and looked to 
compare and contrast the arguments before making a well-supported judgement on 
the precise question. 

The examiners repeat the above points year after year — they are not some magical, 
hidden-away secrets. This year was arguably the worst ever in terms of these mistakes, 
which is surprising because the China theme was released in September and students had 
plenty of time to get to grips with it. Moving forward, use examiner reports and BUSINESS 
REVIEW to make sure you don’t repeat the mistakes of others. 

This resource is part of BUSINESS REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 
subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/businessreview 


