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Summary

Overall performance compared to last year

Students’ performance on this year’s paper, in terms of the mean mark, was the same as last year. There
were improvements in some areas, notably the use of context to apply arguments to the context;
however, there were some weaknesses in terms of understanding concepts either explicitly stated in
questions or featured in the case study and appendices.

Skills where students excelled

Application to the context offered by the case study was a notable strength of many responses this year.
Dessert parlours seemed to work well for many students who were also able to grasp the scenario of an
overly confident, but inexperienced entrepreneur at the heart of the business. Another pleasing
improvement on previous years was that students were far more likely than previously to be using
examples to bring context to their answers to question 6.

Skills where students struggled

Knowledge of capacity utilisation, contribution, organic growth, franchising and differentiation all
proved problematic to a number of students.
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Assessment objectives

AO

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

Common student errors

Question 1 showed the difference between
knowledge and understanding. Though most
students knew that high capacity utilisation
meant that things were busy in the dessert
parlours, their understanding of the concept
was weaker. This resulted in many students
basing answers on benefits of high capacity,
Question 3 saw a notable number of students
either avoiding the use of contribution or
misunderstanding contribution as unit cost.
There was evidence in question 5 of some
patchy understanding of franchising, whilst
question 6 saw a worrying number of students
writing about diversification instead of
differentiation.

AO2

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

The case study context seemed highly
accessible to students sitting this exam. This
clearly helps students ensure their responses to
questions 1-5 are contextualised. The only signs
of weakness were when trying to apply
weaknesses of SWOT to Sanjay’s context in
question 4 and in question 5. Many students
missed opportunities to use data from the case
study and appendices to help analyse the two
options.

AO3

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

Questions 3 and 4 elicited the most instances of
descriptive rather than analytical content, with
students re-stating aspects of the case or
appendices without exploring the implications
of these on the question asked. Question 4 also
illustrated how the quality of analysis is often
enhanced when students link to an ‘end point’
to their arguments given in the question - in this
case ‘to help with strategic planning’.

AO4

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

To access higher levels of the mark scheme,
judgement must demonstrate an element of
balance. Weaker responses failed to achieve the
‘good’ or ‘excellent’ bands as the evaluation
didn’t offer any sign of balance. These
responses often summarised when attempting
to evaluate, rather than genuinely trying to
weigh-up their arguments. Evidence of
‘formulaic’ conclusions showed that these can
hinder as often as they can help students make
genuine judgements based on their earlier
arguments.
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Question 1

This question highlighted some real issues in understanding capacity utilisation. Though many responses
included a definition of capacity utilisation, few recognised the advantages of operating near to full
capacity for a dessert parlour. Instead, many wrote about the benefits of a high total capacity, the speed
of the waffle machine or simply having high demand. The best responses tended to be those that

explored how Speed-e-Puds could spread fixed costs over more units of output thus lowering cost per
unit.

Student A

EIII Analyse how Speed-e-Puds Lid benefits from operating with a high level of capacity
utilisation.
[12 marks]
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Examiner commentary

A level 3 response. Note how this answer confirms the positive approach to marking used. Despite a weak
first argument, the second argument is far stronger. Its quality is boosted by the use of a theory
(Hackman and Oldham are no longer on the specification from September 2023, but this is still credited
in future years as a valid business theory) to develop the chain of logic. (10 marks)

If the argument the student is trying to build would be supported by a theory they’ve learned, they
should use it. It is not necessary to explain the whole theory, simply explain how it backs up the
argument.
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Student B

0. 1] Analyse how Speed-a-Puds Lid benefits from operating with a high level of capacity
utilisation.

[12 marks]
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Examiner commentary

Alevel 1 response. As you can see, this response focuses on the benefits of high capacity - which is a
different question to the one that was asked about capacity utilisation. (1 mark)

It is important that students really understand the differences between concepts, especially those that
sound alike (differentiation and diversification) and those that are related, but distinct (capacity and
capacity utilisation). Their knowledge AND understanding is being assessed.
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Question 2

This question proved far more accessible to students. The vast majority answered the question by
exploring why Sanjay’s target was aspirational and the potential reasons why he may have set such an
aspirational target. There were plenty of prompts in the case study to help support this. Other ways to
address the question were also valid and included suggesting that 15% may have been a conservative
target or suggested why an objective relating to market share made sense in a growing, competitive
market, whilst others analysed why the target may have been set over a 3 year time period. Excellent
responses were often those that combined more than one aspect of the case study within their analysis.

Student A

0|2 Sanjay has a marketing objactive of achieving a 158% market share within 3 years,

Analyse the factors that influenced Sanjay’s decision ta set his marketing objective at a
15% markat shara.
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Examiner commentary

A level 3 response. A well-developed argument that brings different aspects of the case study context
together - the cities without dessert parlours, market growth and previous success. (11 marks)

Joining different aspects of the case study and appendices (including quantitative information when
appropriate) is an effective way to build a well-developed argument.
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Student B

[0]2] Sanjay has a marketing objective of achieving a 15% market share within 3 years.

Analysa the factors that influenced Sanjay’s dacision 1o set his marketing objective at a
15% market share.
[12 marks]
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Examiner commentary

A level 1 response. Despite a promising first argument, which became rather generic (lacking clear
reference to the case study) later on, this answer only achieved a level 1 mark. The attempted counter
argument and conclusion were not answering the question that had been set. (3 marks)

A conclusion/making a judgement is not required for questions 1 or 2 on this paper. Students need to
ensure they’re answering the question that has been set - precisely.
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Question 3

With such a wealth of quantitative data provided, plus a clear instruction to use this with a calculation to
address the question of the slushy machines. Few students managed to successfully use quantitative
analysis to address the question. Using contribution to calculate the expected profit per machine was a
fruitful route to achieving good analysis here. Many students simply made descriptive use of the data or
carried out a calculation that offered little insight relating to the question - for example, calculating that
three times £3 000 electricity cost would mean Speed-e-Puds costs rise by £9,000 per year across three
branches. Business students are expected to be able to handle, and indeed use quantitative data to
analyse and suggest solutions to business issues and Paper 3 is a natural area for assessing this skill.

Student A

0|3 3Shoud Sanjay add ‘slushy’ machanes to his three branches?

Use guaniitstive and gualitative infarmation and Galculations b Support your answer.
# [16 marks]
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Examiner commentary

Alevel 4 response. A fine example of how accurately using the quantitative data provided can rapidly
elevate an answer through the levels of response, if that calculation is well selected in its relevance to the
question - in this case calculating break-even then margin of safety to show that the machines will be

profitable. (15 marks)

Students should look at the quantitative data given to see if it allows calculations that can support their
arguments. Often on a case study paper, enough numerate information will be provided to enable
students to choose which calculations will be most relevant to answering the question set.
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Student B

0|3 i Should Sanjay add ‘slushy’ machines to his three branches?

Use quantitative and qualitative information and caleulations (o suppotl your answer,
[16 marks]
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Examiner commentary

Alevel 1 response. This response remains limited for two underlying reasons. Firstly, arguments are not
developed - the consequences of the issues raised are not really explored in any significant depth. The
second major drawback relates to inaccuracies in the use of calculations or understanding of topics, such
as contribution. Where an argument is built on a false premise, it cannot be credited as a developed
argument. (4 marks)

On a question such as this, whose wording requires calculations, there is no hiding place - students must
include some. This is why it is always worth students persevering to understand the calculations covered
in the specification. If they can master a few calculations this is better than none at all. Being able to
calculate, for example, break-even on this question, would have enabled the development of a good
argument.
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Question 4

The value of SWOT analysis has been assessed several times during the life of this specification and this
occasion elicited some good responses. Students tended to show a good understanding of the concept
and could use aspects of the SWOT provided to build arguments supporting the usefulness of SWOT. The
best responses clearly linked this to usefulness in helping Sanjay’s strategic planning. Students found it

far harder to build counter-arguments, and where these were presented they often lacked context.

As mentioned earlier in this report, this question illustrates the importance of addressing the whole

question. Responses that did not explicitly address the ‘helps strategic planning’ aspect of the question
usually did not move out of level 2 on the mark scheme. Recognising that some questions tell students
where to end their arguments is an important skill for students looking to achieve top marks.

Student A

[o]a]

To what extent is Sanjay’s uss of SWOT analyss likehy 12 'l'i'E hig sirategic planming 7
Usa information from Appendix © and the other information provided 1o justify your

ANEWEr.
[16 marks]
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Examiner commentary

A level 3 response. This response certainly maintains its focus on the whole question, linking SWOT with
strategic planning. The only reason it did not get into level 4 was that the first argument slightly fizzled
out at the end, instead of recognising how the healthy alternatives would be a long-term strategic move.
It suggests they could be introduced quickly if needed which would be more of a tactical response to a
sudden change than a strategic move. (12 marks)

It’s important for students to check whether the question’s wording tells them where to end as well as
start their chain of logic. For this question, students should start by exploring a benefit of SWOT analysis
and end with how this benefit is useful in producing strategic plans.
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Student B

To what extent is Sanjay's use of SWOT analysis likely to help his strategic planning?

Use information from Appendix C and the other information provided to justify your
answer.
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Examiner commentary

Alevel 1 response. The problem here is that the response does not really dive into examples from the
case study that show exactly how the information in the SWOT analysis might affect the strategic
planning process. Towards the end of the first paragraph the answer refers to two threats but does not
explore how the strategic plan might actually address these threats. Especially on Paper 3, with a
detailed case study, it is expected that students would be able to think their way into the scenario
sufficiently to be able to delve deeply into the scenario presented. (3 marks)

After correctly identifying that a trend to healthy eating and income elastic products represented threats
to Speed-e-Puds, these arguments could have been developed by exploring how Sanjay’s strategic
planning could focus on addressing these by perhaps offering a ‘low calorie’ section of the menu at
Speed-e-Puds, or introducing ‘budget options’ which may be less income elastic, enabling the business
to survive an economic downturn more easily.
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Question 5

This question proved highly accessible - as is often the case when asking students to choose between
two options. The time constraints of Paper 3 are understood by the examining team and thus quality of

argument should always be prioritised over quantity. Therefore, on a question like this one, exploring the
benefits and drawbacks of both options may take too long and the balance required by the question can

be achieved by, for example, addressing just the benefits of both options.

Understanding the realities of growth by franchising proved a problem for some students, indeed, there

were some odd misconceptions on display, often founded on a belief that franchisees would be left

completely uncontrolled by Speed-e-Puds as a franchisor.

Student A

10 5]| Sanjay is considering two options for the growth of Speed-e-Puds Ltd.
Would you advise him to choose Option 1 or Option 27

Justify your answer.
[20 marks]
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Examiner commentary

Alevel 5 response. This provides a clear example that one well-developed argument on either side of the
question, followed by a balanced evaluation that flows from the arguments is all that is needed to score
well. At the heart of the answer’s success is the student’s understanding of key issues raised by the case
study - on one side, the limited sources of finance available allied with Sanjay’s challenging growth
target favouring option 2, on the other side a recognition that Sanjay’s management style and
understanding of what has thus far made Speed-e-Puds successful favouring option 1. The evaluative
conclusion then weighs up the arguments justifying why one is better than the other, validly justifying
what the answer depends upon. (19 marks)

Time taken at the start of the exam to understand the business’s situation is never wasted. Working on
the principle of writing for a minute for each mark available, there are 20 minutes ‘allocated’ to reading
and understanding the case study and appendices. Recognising key issues within the context can allow
focused answers that zero in on the biggest issues.
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Student B

Sanjay is considering two options for the growth of Speed-e-Puds Lid.
Would you advise him to choose Option 1 or Option 27

Justify your answer.
[20 marks]
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Examiner commentary

A level 2 response. This answer makes a couple of valid points but doesn’t effectively develop these. In
order to gain credit for a developed argument, these points about growing faster for option 2 or
maintaining control for option 1 must explain ‘why’. This is the crucial word for considering the quality of
an argument. If an argument is chain of logical consequences, the best arguments clearly explain why
one thing leads to another thing, weaker arguments simply state that one thing leads to another without
explaining why. (6 marks)

This is another skill that needs practice, practice and more practice. Getting students into the habit of
explaining ‘why’ will improve the quality of their arguments. In this case the student could have
explained why franchising will make it easier to achieve the rapid growth Sanjay desires, because
franchising requires him to find less capital himself due to the franchisees providing most of the start-up
capital needed for opening 75 new branches.
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Question 6

The need to offer context in an answer to a question about all businesses has long been a challenge for
students. However, this year showed a clear improvement in an understanding of how these questions
should be tackled. The majority of responses did look for opportunities to illustrate their arguments with
a set of circumstances or scenario in which the statement could be shown to be true or false. Doing so
enables students to assess these circumstances to produce an evaluation that shows when the
statement may be true and when it may be false - i.e. what the answer depends upon.

A major challenge for students was the need to remain focused on companies following a differentiation
strategy. Many wrote about the benefits of innovation, correctly exploring how innovation can be a useful
route to achieving differentiation. However, by the time they had reached the half way point in their
answers seemed to have forgotten the question originally asked and offered a counter-argument that
had lost focus (often based on the drawbacks of innovation), rather than trying to argue that innovation
may not be essential when pursuing a strategy of differentiation

Student A

|_0_ 6| A key feature of Sanjay's business is differentiation prgvided by his inn ive, speedy
waffle maker. {(okE loxem froduct §

To what extent is successful innovation essential for all businesses choosing a strategy of

differentiation? -
w‘ [24 marks]
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Examiner commentary

Alevel 5 response. This excellent answer is highly focused on answering the question that was asked. It
was the ability to consistently stay rooted in exploring how a strategy of differentiation may be successful
that marked this answer out as excellent. Though the evaluation could have been stronger, it does show
some balance and flows very clearly from the earlier arguments. (23 marks)

Students need to take time to understand what the question is really asking. They need to make sure
they never stray from answering that precise question. This is a relatively short answer but its sustained
focus on the question shows that quantity is less important than focus.
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Student B

| D[ 6| A key feature of Sanjay's business is differentietion provided by his innovative, speecy
waffle maker.

To what extent is successful innovation essential for all businesses choosing a strategy of
differentiation?

[24 marks]
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Examiner commentary

A level 2 response. Higher mark questions assessing analysis and evaluation may well need students to
keep two ideas in their mind throughout the answer - in this case innovation AND differentiation. This can
be a challenge, as shown by this response, which is focused on innovation but hardly mentions
differentiation. This means that it is only a limited response to the question asked. To improve, the
response needed to keep bringing arguments back to a strategy of differentiation. (10 marks)

Practice makes perfect here - making use of past paper questions over the duration of the course can
help students to develop the mindset of joining the two ideas in a question together.
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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:

e analyse your students’ scores for each exam question

e identify topics, skills and types of question where students may need further support

e 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 courses where you can review example responses from students and commentaries
from our examiners.
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https://www.aqa.org.uk/professional-development

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

aga.org.uk
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