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Summary 
 

Overall performance compared to last year 

This year’s paper proved to be highly accessible, with very few instances of students not 
attempting questions. The case study was notable in having less financial data than in 
previous years, however, there was still plenty of scope for students to use the quantitative 
data provided to help them to build their arguments. Many of the most successful responses 
used market data to help build arguments on questions 1, 2, 3 and 5. There were very few 
instances of students leaving out questions entirely. It was good to see previous years’ advice 
being followed, notably in students tackling the questions in the order they are presented – 
always to be encouraged- and also in ensuring context is offered within responses. 

 
Areas/skills where students excelled  

It was clear to see that many students had understood the need to develop arguments in the 
context of the business. This was especially evident for questions 4 and 5, where the case 
study provided plenty of issues that could be easily accessed. The best responses showed a 
willingness to choose which issues could best be developed into sophisticated arguments 
which remained fully focused on the question asked. A further point to note was that many 
students showed a really strong grasp of network analysis, allowing them to build very strong 
responses to question 3. 

 
Topics/skills where students struggled 

Lewin’s force field model proved to be an area of weakness for a substantial minority of 
students. What was evident was that while some students had no recollection of Lewin’s work, 
most could remember some of the terminology but failed to show an understanding of the 
mechanics of the model. The best A Level Business students tend to demonstrate a real 
understanding of the workings of models and theories instead of simply recalling some of the 
key terminology – a phenomenon that was also noticeable on Paper 2’s question relating to 
Herzberg’s theory. 
 
A notable number of students added ‘counterpoints’ at the end of their arguments, probably 
in an attempt to add an evaluative element to their analysis. For a few, this was effective, but 
for many, they were simply adding generic issues ; for example, attempting to evaluate by 
generically stating that an argument is based on forecast data and this may be wrong. By 
comparison, explaining why, in this particular context (moving into a new geographical 
market) forecasts may be less reliable than those relating to an existing market, can add 
quality to a response. 
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Assessment objectives 

 
AO Common student errors 

AO1  
Demonstrate knowledge of terms, concepts, 
theories, methods, and models to show an 
understanding of how individuals and 
organisations are affected by and respond to 
business issues 
 

Lewin’s force field analysis was frequently 
only superficially understood – evidenced 
by use of terminology without showing a 
full grasp of the mechanics of the model. 
Another error was evident at times on 
question 5, where internal weaknesses 
were sometimes mis-labelled as threats to 
the business. 

AO2  
Apply knowledge and understanding to 
various business contexts to show how 
individuals and organisations are affected by 
and respond to issues 
 

Question 2 saw some students focusing on 
the proposed Vietnamese operations – 
which was not the focus of the question. 
Question 6 proved to be hard for weaker 
students to generate application. Though 
some did manage to build arguments that 
were driven by large or small context, 
others did struggle to do this. 

AO3  
Analyse issues within business, showing an 
understanding of the impact on individuals 
and organisations of external and internal 
influences 
 

The one area for analysis on the paper 
which proved trickiest was in exploring the 
Human Resource consequences of 
redundancies.  

AO4 
Evaluate quantitative and qualitative 
information to make informed judgements 
and propose evidence-based solutions to 
business issues 
 

The most common weakness relating to 
AO4 was a lack of balance in evaluation. It 
was rare to find students genuinely 
weighing up their arguments. Too many 
simply decided which argument was 
stronger and restated this asserting that 
this was the most important issue. 
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Question 1 
 

General feedback  

A question which caused problems for some, this examined a model that has been on the 
specification since its inception. Some ‘for’ change responses simply explained why the 
business needed to change with no reference to Lewin or the terminology of the model. 
These were limited responses. A number of students did successfully identify forces driving 
change (or referred, acceptably) to for change or ‘push’ factors. Analysis of restraining forces 
proved rarer. Unfortunately, some misidentified negative driving forces – notably a shrinking 
European market, as restraining forces. 

The very best responses picked up on the word ‘now’ in the question and were able to show 
that Lewin’s model suggests that these forces are changing all the time and change will occur 
only once the driving forces outweigh the restraining forces. 
 
Student A 
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Examiner commentary 

The strength of this response was its unerring focus on the question being asked – particularly 
the word ‘now.’ This answer has explained why this was the moment that the driving forces 
began to outweigh the restraining forces which had previously prevented change.  
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Examiner tip 

Notice the ‘DEV’ annotation next to the word ‘restraining’ – that indicates a well-developed 
argument and therefore by this stage the answer has achieved Level 3. If you struggle to finish 
the paper on time – produce just one argument for 12 mark questions and you can still access 
top level marks. 
 
 
 
Student B 
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Examiner commentary 

A response from a student who understands how to develop arguments and has a sound 
knowledge of many business concepts, however, there is no clear understanding of Lewin’s 
model shown. Given the importance to the question of this theory, the response is only going 
to be considered limited given the lack of knowledge of the key concept being examined. 
 
Examiner tip 

Remind yourself of theories while revising, but ensure that as the course progresses over two 
years, you work hard to develop a clear understanding of the theory – revision is for 
reminding you of what you once knew well – not trying to understand something for the first 
time. 
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Question 2 
 
 

General feedback  

The major flaw evident in student responses to this question was in addressing the marketing 
activities demand. Only the best answers explicitly explored the impact on actual marketing 
activities. Reasonable responses usually managed to link retrenchment to the marketing area, 
often by suggesting that the company’s brand reputation may be tarnished, but without going 
on to explore actions that could be taken as a result. 

This seems to have been an apt time for students to have recalled their knowledge of the 
marketing mix and explore how a ‘P’ may need to be adjusted as a result of the retrenchment 
and change of product being sold. Once more, a little theory can help to add structure to a 
student’s response. 
 
Student A 
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Examiner commentary 

This response is a good example of not developing points – two valid points were identified, 
but explanation of why these points were important and the impact of these on the specifics 
of the company’s marketing activities was now a feature. 
 
Examiner tip 

Try to be very clear in addressing what the question is asking – in this example there is 
significant drift away from the focus on marketing.  
 
 
 
 
Student B 
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Examiner commentary 

A good answer because there is clarity over what should be included. There is a focus in both 
paragraphs on the marketing consequences of the decision to retrench.  
 
Examiner tip 

Analytical questions will often show you where to start your chain of logic and where to finish 
your chain – in this case start with an aspect of VBM’s retrenchment and finish at a change to 
VBM’s marketing activities. Maintaining focus on the question throughout is the only way to 
achieve top level analysis. 
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Question 3 
 

General feedback  

The question explicitly asked for Appendix C data to be used and there was an expectation 
that the expected duration of the project would be calculated. This enabled the data to be 
used to support the premise that the factory could be opened within a year. Almost all 
students recognised the need to provide a two-sided response – finding arguments from the 
case study to suggest that a year might not be feasible. 

Evaluation on this question tended to be somewhat simplistic, without weighing up the 
relative merits of the two sides of argument, and simply choosing one or other perspective. A 
worryingly high minority of students showed no understanding of network analysis but were 
able to pick up some marks by exploring qualitative issues that may cause delays to the 
factory construction. However, without accurate use of Appendix C data, responses were not 
likely to achieve a level 3 or 4 mark. 
 
Student A 
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Examiner commentary 

This answer illustrates the problems of not using data well. The question explicitly asks for the 
use of Appendix C – that use must be accurate. This response makes errors in interpreting the 
data and therefore the arguments developed are flawed. 
 
 
Examiner tip 

Accurate knowledge of theories and models is expected, and you should expect a range of 
these to be examined each year. Your knowledge cannot be crammed into the month before 
your A levels – once again, try to ensure you understand theories and models and they are 
covered over the duration of your course, then remind yourself of them as you revise. 
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Student B 
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Examiner commentary 

The first part of the answer may not look lengthy but is founded on some hard work that has 
gone on in the background – correct calculations based on the Appendix C data. Instead of 
describing the appendix, this student has used the data in an analytical way by manipulating 
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the diagram in order to show a clear understanding of its consequences on the question 
asked – the likelihood of finishing the factory 12 months. 
 
 
Examiner tip 
 
Avoid simply describing data – that is not a skill being examined at A Level. Instead take the 
data and manipulate it – in other words do some calculations based on that data to discover 
what it is telling you in relation to the question asked. 
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Question 4 
 

General feedback  

This proved to be a highly accessible question, with many students able to find context to 
support arguments related to the Human Resource challenges involved in both areas. This 
type of question – asking which of two options presents the biggest challenge - requires 
analysis of both. Considering only why one might be hard but also might be easy is a structure 
that does not fully address the demands of the question. 

Student A 
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Examiner commentary 

As can be seen by the annotations on the script, the issue preventing this answer from 
moving to higher levels was a lack of specifics. Use of the case study could have been clearer 
and fuller, leaving the arguments put forward under-developed. 
 
Examiner tip 

A critical part of your exam is to develop as deep an understanding of this business as you can 
in the time allowed. Really grasping the key issues facing the business in detail will improve 
the quality of responses. It is well worth spending 15 minutes at the start of the exam reading 
carefully and making notes on the case study to help you to understand the context in which 
questions 1-5 are set. 
 
 
 
 
Student B 
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Examiner commentary 

Here we see useful evaluative additions to arguments – because they are contextualised. 
We also see examples of well-developed arguments. 
 
Examiner tip 
 
Before starting a new paragraph, re-read the question to ensure that what you are about to 
write really is fully focused on the question set in the context of the case study.  
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Question 5 
 

General feedback  

As the concept of a ‘threat’ is an aspect of SWOT analysis, students were expected to limit 
their responses to consideration of external factors. This proved to be highly accessible with 
most students able to analyse the threat carried by legislation. Plenty of other external issues 
were identified by students who recognised that to address the demands of the question, an 
alternative biggest threat needed to be considered. A few students were able to recognise 
that many of the external issues were inter-connected and were credited for this. 

Student A 
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Examiner commentary 

A well-structured response that recognises that to decide whether legislation is the biggest 
threat, its importance must be analysed and then compared with another threat before 
reaching a decision of which is the greater threat. 
 
This response has added ‘counterpoints’ at the end of each argument, however these have 
not added to the quality of the response as they are overly speculative – not building clearly in 
information contained in the case study. 
 
Examiner tip 

As strange as it may sound to say it – the main goal of this paper is to answer the questions 
asked. The questions are not likely to be ones you have answered before, or if they are, the 
context will be new to you. Therefore, in the exam, you will need to think and work on, how to 
structure a response that actually answers the question. 
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Student B 
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Examiner commentary 

Another well-structured reasonable response to the question set. However , as with the 
previous response, the conclusion falls short of what is required to reach level 4 or 5 as it 
does not include a sense of balancing the two sides of the argument. 
 
Examiner tip 
 
The conclusions that you write at the end of responses to questions 3 to 6 should weigh up 
the two sides of the argument in order to reach a judgement, not simply choose one side and 
state why that is important. 
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Question 6 
 

General feedback  

The final question on this paper proved demanding. This may be due to fatigue as students 
reached the end of the paper, poor time management or the challenge of the question itself. 
Many students were able to find reasons why managing capacity can be harder for large 
and/or multinational businesses; fewer could explain why the challenge may be harder, or at 
least equally difficult, for smaller firms. Too often inaccurate assertions, particularly that small 
businesses are likely to be start-ups, undermined arguments put forward by students. 
Evaluation also proved tricky, though often as a result of weak arguments. It was good to see 
students trying to illustrate their answers with examples of businesses or scenarios. 

Student A 
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Examiner commentary 

This is a response that focuses on just one aspect of the questions asked. There is exploration 
of why capacity management may be difficult, but the response does not succeed in linking 
these issues to the scale of the business involved. Therefore, one of the key demands of the 
question has not been met. 
 
Examiner tip 

Extended response questions worth the most marks are likely to contain several different 
aspects, all of which need to be considered to provide a good or excellent response. In this 
case, both capacity management and scale are at the heart of the question. Be clear on what 
ideas you are needing to link in order to fully answer the while question that has been set. 
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Student B 
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Examiner commentary 

A good response to the question showing sound understanding and the ability to develop 
arguments. The key issue to illustrate here is within the conclusion, where new issues have 
been introduced – issues which were not developed earlier in the answer. This is a bad habit 
since the issues raised within a response must be well developed in order to achieve a level 5 
mark. 
 
Examiner tip 
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In your conclusion, your job is to weigh up the arguments that you put forward earlier in your 
answer. Adding new issues will harm the quality of your overall response – do not be tempted 
to add issues that popped into your head later in the exam since these will not have been fully 
analysed in the body of your answer – reducing the overall quality of the response.  
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Support and guidance  
Our reports on the exams are part of a suite of support we offer to enhance your 
understanding of our assessments and your students’ performance.  
 

Mark ranges and award of grades 

Grade boundaries and cumulative percentage grades are available on the results statistics 
page of our website. 
 

Enhanced Results Analysis (ERA) 

Use our exam results analysis tool to create and customise different reports to help 
understand your students’ performance. 
ERA is our free online service for you to gain a detailed insight into your students’ results. You 
can: 

• analyse your students’ scores for each exam question 
• identify topics, skills, and types of question where students may need further support 
• compare your students’ performance with those of other classes and with students in 

other AQA schools nationally. 

For more information on ERA, log in through Centre Services. 
 

Professional development 

Attend one of our feedback courses where you can review example responses from students 
and commentaries from our examiners.  
 

  

https://www.aqa.org.uk/exams-administration/results-days/results-statistics
https://www.aqa.org.uk/professional-development
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Contact us 
 
Our friendly team will be happy to support you between 8am and 5pm, Monday to Friday. 
 
Tel: 01483 477 863 
Email: business-studies@aqa.org.uk 
 
aqa.org.uk 
 

https://www.aqa.org.uk/
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