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SEC Business Studies 
MAY 2008 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
 
Part 1: Statistical Information 
 
616 candidates sat for this examination.  250 (40.6%) opted for option paper A and 366 
(59.4%) opted for option paper B.  29 (4.7%) candidates in total did not sit for the 
examination. 
 
Table 1: Distribution of candidates’ grades  

 

 

 

 

 
 
Part 2: Comments on Candidates’ Performance 
 
2.1. PAPER 1 
 
Question 1 
 

Question 1a 1b 1c 1d 1 
Average(A) 1.926 4.22 1.7 2.27 10.1 
Average(B) 0.66 2.14 0.89 0.47 4.15 
Max. 3 6 2 5 16 

 
This question was appropriately answered by the large majority of the candidates sitting 
for Paper A while it was poorly attempted by those candidates sitting for Paper B. 

a.  Candidates are to appreciate that when they are asked to show the difference 
between two terms eg. fixed and variable  costs, it is not enough to define each 
term.  Instead candidates are expected to show the salient differences between the 
two terms. 

b. Generally acceptable answers were presented here. 
c. The major problem here was that candidates tend to give only part of an answer, 

i.e. TC=TR instead the candidates were expected to write that Break Even is the 
level of output at which Total Costs equal Total Revenues or at which the firms 
neither records a loss of a profit.  TC= TR on its own is not enough. 

d. Graph work needs to be clearly presented and well labelled. 
 
 
 
 

Grade 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 U Abs Total 
Paper 1 & IIA  21 31 56 56 50   31 5 250 
Paper 1 & IIB     43 97 71 37 94 24 366 
Total 21 31 56 99 147 71 37 125 29 616 
% of Total  3.4 5.0 9.1 16.1 23.9 11.5 6.0 20.3 4.7 100 
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Question 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There were cases here where the candidates failed to answer the question directly and 
kept repeating or beating around the bush, rather than giving answers which were straight 
to the point. It is important that candidates prepare themselves by studying detail, rather 
than just the general idea of a topic.  This will equip them to better answer the different 
parts of questions. 
 
Question 3 
 

Question 3a 3b 3c 3d 3e 3 
Average (A) 1 0.84 1.73 0.77 1.45 5.79 
Average (B) 0.56 0.44 1.58 0.73 0.52 3.83 
Max 3 2 2 4 3 14 

This question was inappropriately answered by all candidates sitting for Paper A and 
Paper B. 

a. Most answers were incomplete or inappropriate. 
b. Some candidates explained that top down communication was simply passing on 

information from the manager to the workers and failed to underline the fact that 
it is a method of one way communication. 

c. It is refreshing to read some scripts which contain examples which are taken from 
everyday life rather than regurgitated from text books which may, today, already 
be out dated, especially in areas which speak about technology used in businesses. 

d. The distinction between formal and informal communication was generally not 
well explained.  Candidates were not well prepared in this area. 

e. Some candidates failed to give three different factors to consider when choosing 
the medium of communication and instead kept on rephrasing the same two or, 
alas, one. 

 
Question 4 
 
Candidates sitting for Paper IIA (P2A) had an average of 4 out of 12 while Paper IIB 
(P2B) candidates averaged 2. 
 

In general, all candidates did not seem well prepared for questions on Business Ethics. 
This was quite surprising seeing that a question on this topic came up last year (2f, 
May 2007) and was very amply commented upon in the May 2007 Examiners’ Report 
(p.2). 
 
 
 
 

Question 2a 2b 2c 2d 2e 2 
Average (A) 1.52 1.73 1.63 1.36 2.67 8.91 

Average (B) 1.13 1.37 1.25 0.51 1.16 5.42 
Max Mark 2 3 2 4 4 15 
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(a) The same comments made last year apply again. 15% of P2B candidates did not 
attempt an answer. In this part of the question, it was important that candidates bring 
out the definition of business ethics as being the way that a firm should behave to be 
socially accepted. Thus, ‘should’ ‘behave’ and ‘socially accepted’ were key terms. 
(b) 19% of P2B candidates did not attempt an answer. Some progress seems to have 
been made since 14% of P2B candidates and 30% of P2A candidates remembered at 
least two examples of ethical behaviour that came straight out of the syllabus. General 
answers such as “not obeying the law” were not accepted since they are too general 
and also since not obeying the law may be criminal. 
(c) 25% of P2A and 38% of P2B candidates did not even attempt an answer to this 
part of the question and from those who did answer, very few have an idea what is an 
Act of Parliament. Some candidates invent names of Acts on the spur of the moment 
while others write down names of Acts of Parliament which do exist but are not meant 
to “make them (firms) more ethical”. 
(d) 63% of P2A candidates gave at least one good example of how advertising can be 
unethical. The corresponding figure for P2B was 41%. “Sex appeal” was not 
considered a good answer since in itself this is not necessarily indecent or offensive. 
Another answer that was not accepted was: “harming other business” or words to that 
effect. A good deal of advertising nowadays is meant o harm other businesses, for 
example, anti-smoking advertising or advertising by Greenpeace. Nobody says that 
such advertising is unethical. The model for examples of unethical advertising is the 
Committee of Advertising Practice (CAP) code of the UK (www.asa.org.uk). 
(e) All candidates attempted all or part of this question. It may be said that with regard 
to (e) (i), examiners accepted both yes and no answers as long as candidates gave an 
ethically acceptable reason. 
With regard to (e) (ii), a number of those who did attempt an answer wrote examples 
of secondary and/or tertiary sector activities rather than gave examples of how the 
flooding with low-cost products originating from the Far East is affecting either 
secondary sector firms or tertiary sector firms. In this regard the expected answers 
were that this may affect the secondary sector badly due to increased competition or 
that it may help the tertiary sector improve sales and/or profits due to low-cost 
imports. Only the very few had the latter insight. Probably also in line with popular 
belief, this issue is always seen negatively for the secondary sector and the possibility 
of restructuring is not brought up by any candidate. 
 

Question 5 
 
Candidates sitting for Paper IIA had an average of 10 out of 16 while Paper IIB 
candidates averaged 6. 
 

While P2A candidates had more difficulties in parts (a) and (e) of this question, P2B 
candidates had difficulties also in part (b). 
(a) In this part, many define the unemployed as people without a job without adding 
that they are seeking one. Thus they include also the inactive population. In fact a 
number of P2B candidates go on to include housewives and pensioners in their 
definition. Answers such as “people without a job” were not accepted. 
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(b) In this part, 48% of P2A candidates were able to list four types of unemployment 
with another 26% being able to list at least two correct types. The equivalent figures 
for P2B candidates were 13% and 25%, respectively. 70% of P2A candidates and 34% 
of P2B were then able to correctly explain one of the types in detail. 
(c) Both P2A and P2B candidates found it easier to state one effect that unemployment 
has on the individual than on the country. The popular answer to the latter was that 
there would be an increase in unemployment benefits. This may not necessarily be the 
case and, as such, this answer was not accepted. A more correct answer would have 
been loss of output. It is also pertinent to point out that no candidate mentioned any 
positive effect of unemployment such as greater economic flexibility. 
(d) 70% of P2A candidates and 30% of P2B got full marks for this part of the 
question. 
(e) In part (i), 31% of P2B candidates did not even attempt an answer to this question. 
Correct answers should have made reference to the requirements of the Environment 
Protection Act. It should have been clear that knowledge of the law was being required 
and not the candidate’s opinion. Some candidates fell into this trap. 
In part (e) (ii), 50% of P2A candidates and 30% of P2B were able to mention at least 
one of the industries offering most employment possibilities in Malta, i.e. the IT sector 
and the financial sector. 

 
Question 6 
 
Candidates sitting for Paper IIA had an average of 7 out of 15 while Paper IIB candidates 
averaged 4.  P2A candidates did not do very well in part (a) where 94% were only able to 
list half the functions of the personnel department. P2B candidates did not do very well in 
parts (b) and (c) where less than 50% got at least half a mark. 
 

(a) A great number of candidates seem to have the idea that the personnel department 
is either a trade union or a nanny. Some write that this department “takes care of the 
employees”. Such answers are not acceptable since they are too general. 
(b) The main problem in part (b) was that a number of candidates listed management 
styles rather than theories. The three theories expected were Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Needs, Herztberg’s Hygiene Factors and McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y. Marks 
were given simply for naming either the theory or its proponent. Brighter candidates 
wrote both name and surname. Some wrote first names only, thus Fredrick and 
Douglas. These were accepted. 
(c) It was interesting to note that 60% of P2A candidates and 30% of P2B were able to 
give one advantage of worker participation while only 40% and 15%, respectively, 
were also able to give an acceptable disadvantage. One unacceptable disadvantage was 
that profits were being shared and thus one got less. This is unacceptable on two 
counts: firstly that the principle of worker participation is not necessarily participation 
in profits but is usually taken as participation in decision-making and secondly that 
even if participation in profit is in force, the worker is already getting his wage so no 
worker gets less by participating in profits. 
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(d) 65% of P2A candidates and 52% of P2B were able to give at least one example to 
solve the problem of unmotivated workers. Answers such as playing music during 
work were not accepted since this is not a motivator for people to go to work. 
(e) A good number of answers to this question focused rather exclusively on the 
personal qualities of the interviewees. Thus they do not bring up whether the 
interviewee would rather work alone or in a team, the work experience of the 
interviewee and the motive for taking a job with this firm. 

 
Question 7 
 
Candidates sitting for Paper IIA (P2A) had an average of 4 out of 12 while Paper IIB 
(P2B) candidates averaged 2.  It seems that this part of the syllabus was not covered well 
both by P2A and P2B candidates. There was no part where candidates did particularly 
well. There also seems to be a trend over the years that the least marks gained are always 
those in the last question. Could candidates be getting tired? Are they being properly 
trained or challenged? With regard to candidates coming from the secondary schooling, 
do they face a school-leaving exam with two papers in the same format as SEC Business 
Studies? If not, it would be a good idea for the school-leaving exam to become also what 
used to be called a ‘mock O level’. Thus students would know what to expect and might 
also start having a better examination strategy. 
 

(a) Most candidates described the role of the MFSA. Most of those who did mentioned 
solely the role of the Company Registry. In fact this is only one small part of this 
institution.  For those who described the role of the Malta Standards Authority, it was 
important to state that it is over products that this Authority establishes standards of 
quality.  The worst answers were those that described the role of the FOI. In this 
regard, it is important to note that the FOI is not an employers’ association but an 
NGO that promotes the profitable development of the local manufacturing and service 
industry by providing advice and information as well as other services to its members. 
(b) Most candidates seemed to be answering a different question such as “What is the 
role of the Malta Stock Exchange?” 
(c) There were a large number of candidates who understood “department or office” as 
being a department or office in a company rather than a government department or 
office. 40% of P2A candidates and only 5% of P2B wrote correctly “Department of 
Consumer Affairs”. 
(d) Only 16% of P2A candidates and 9% of P2B were able to state the “Consumer 
Affairs Act”. In this regard, the Consumer Protection Act was not accepted since it 
does not exist in Maltese legislation. However, a good 50% of P2A candidates and 
32% of P2B were able to mention one way in which the consumer is protected by this 
law. 
(e) Only 20% and 4% of P2A and P2B candidates respectively mention Malta 
Enterprise as being that organisation to be consulted when a business person needs 
help in exporting. Regarding the three pieces of information, 35% of P2A and 15% of 
P2B candidates are able to give at least two pieces of information they would ask for. 
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2.2. PAPER 2A 
 

250 Candidates sat for Paper IIA, 34 of whom managed to score 70% or more, seven of 
whom achieved 80% or more. On the other hand 52 candidates scored less than 40% of 
whom seventeen managed less than 30%.  It goes without saying that these candidates 
were ill prepared.  In fact all of them left parts of questions attempted unanswered.  158 
candidates scored between 40 and 69%.  The dispersion of marks could have been 
influenced by the fact that this year’s paper had one question less than in previous years. 

 
 

Table 2: Distribution of Candidates’ Choice in Paper 2A 
 

Paper 2A Q1    Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 

Attempted (N = 250) 134 132 218 158 139 194 
Average Mark (out of 25) 14.3 13.6 11.9 13.1 11.8 11.9 

 

 
Question 1 
 

Question 1a 1b 1c 1d 1e 1 
Average 2.65 3.09 2.19 2.19 4.19 14.3 
Max 4 4 4 5 8 25 

 
This question related to the importance of foreign trade to Malta, difficulties that local 
exporters must overcome to consolidate their export markets, reasons why the trade gap 
has been widening over the years and its consequences, the distinction between a free 
trade area and a customs union, and aspects of the Balance of Payments.  Many marks 
were lost simply because important parts of some of the questions were left unanswered, 
e.g. section (e) required candidates to calculate for each year the country’s visible 
balance, current account balance and the overall Balance of Payments.  However, most of 
the marks allocated were reserved to the questions where candidates had to comment on 
the changes in the balances calculated and on measures the government might adopt to 
deal with the situation in Year II. 

 
Question 2 
 

 
 

 
 
Section (a) required candidates to distinguish between the stakes (interest) of any four 
stakeholders in business activity.  Out of the 132 candidates who attempted this question, 
only 38 managed to mention four stakeholders such as owners, managers, employees, 
consumers, government, the community, suppliers, trade unions 
Only half the candidates could give relevant reasons why many firms close down each 
year (section b). 

Question 2a 2b 2c 2d 2e 2 
Average 1.92 3.36 3.56 2.66 2.05 13.6 

Max 4 6 5 4 6 25 
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The best responses came for sections (c) and (d) respectively dealing with partnerships 
type of business organization and the partnership deed and benefits gained by a sole 
trader who transforms his/her business into a private limited company. 
Section (e) dealt with sources which growing firms could tap to secure additional capital 
for expansion besides describing two of such sources.  One third of the candidates scored 
less than one third of the marks allotted to this section. 
 
Question 3 
 

Question 3a 3b 3c 3d 3e 3 
Average 4.15 2.65 2.65. 2.72 2.34 11.9 
Max 8 4 4 4 5 25 

 
This proved the most popular question in the paper attracting 218 candidates’ responses. 
However, about one fourth of the candidates scored low marks on most sections of the 
question which required knowledge on various sections of the syllabus including, reasons 
why foreign investors locate their business in Malta, how the marketing manager could 
use each element of the marketing mix to increase sales, advantages the company could 
gain by re-training its workers, and the role of Pressure Groups amongst others. 
 
Question 4 
 
 
 
 
 
Surprisingly, many candidates found it hard going explaining (a) how technological 
improvements have facilitated communications between the ordinary public and the 
business and commercial community and (b) the different techniques of communication 
that can be employed to get the message across to another person in ‘face to face’ 
conversations. 
There were little problems with barriers to communication (c), but many candidates 
found it difficult to give concrete examples of the consequences of ineffective 
communication to a business (d). 
Only the top candidates could write about the six elements of a report. 
 

Question 4a 4b 4c 4d 4e 4 
Average 2.32 2.56 3.16 3.3 1.74. 13.1 
Max 4 5 4 6 6 25 
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Question 5 
 

Question 5a 5b 5c 5d 5e 5 
Average 2.71 2.09 1.3 2.89 2.76 11.8 
Max 4 5 5 5 6 25 

 
 
This was another multivariate question.  Section (a) on advantages/disadvantages of 
privatization of state corporations was adequately tackled. Sections (b) and (c) left much 
to be desired.  Only a handful of candidates could spell out correctly the functions of the 
Malta Stock Exchange or describe how a new issue of shares is offered to the public by a 
public limited company.  Just as bad were the responses to section (e) dealing with the 
main differences between commercial banks and the Central Bank.  
 
Question 6 
 

Question 6a 6b 6c 6d 6e 6f 6g 6 
Average 2.55 3.21 2 1.18 2.58 2.21 2.13 11.9 
Max 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 25 

 
This proved the second most popular question, but with the lowest average mark gained. 
The majority of candidates failed to use proper examples when explaining the meaning of 
five items chosen.  The best responses came for (b) (c) and (e) referring to Dismissal, 
Redundancy and Arbitration, Market Economies, Planned Economies and Mixed 
Economies respectively. 
 
Some howlers:  Job rotation is when your job gets twisted around; 
                          Horizontal integration is when a company increases home production or 
                          extends overseas; 
    Economies of scale are scales showing how the economic is going; 
    Real wage is what is left after deducting taxes, national insurance etc; 
                          Cumulative shares grow over time. 
 
Final Comment on Paper 2A 
 
Teachers and candidates should be aware that a new syllabus is now in operation.  
Candidates should be trained to write in a more extended way rather than answering 
questions in one or two lines, giving proper examples or illustrations.  When it comes to 
interpretation of data, candidates need to be given more ‘practice’ exercises which 
challenges their imagination.  Finally, current information could be downloaded from the 
internet whilst occasional visits to various institutions should be followed up by 
summaries and report writing. 
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2.3. PAPER 2B  

 
Table 3: Distribution of Candidates’ Choice in Paper 2B 
 

Paper 2B Q1    Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 

%Attempted 65.5 71.9 89.3 65.8 90.1 82.3 52.8 61.8 
 
 
Question 1 
 
The majority of candidates opting for this question gave unsatisfactory answers. It was 
very disappointing to note that only one candidate was able to describe a classified advert 
properly. Candidates also failed to explain what sponsorships, trade exhibitions and 
premium offers were all about! 
Many candidates could not identify the services provided of an advertising agency when 
organizing an advertising campaign.  Parts (a) and (e) provided the better answers. 
 
Question 2 
 
Candidates seemed not well prepared for parts (d) and (e) of this question. In fact only a 
few candidates attempted them. Candidates were expected to know that as the firm 
employs more factors of production resources and output increases more proportionately. 
In part (e) candidates were not even capable to mention two disadvantages of large scale 
production. Candidates were expected to obtain the 4 marks allocated to this part of the 
question. 
 
Question 3 
 
This was another question in which candidates were expected to do well. However, the 
maximum mark scored was 14! 
Part (a) was not answered properly. Examiners expected candidates to know two reasons 
for which people work. Candidates had a good choice and examiners expected two out of 
the following: 
                                                        To have job security 
                                                        To make friends/social needs 
                                                        To be valued by others  
                                                        To be creative/reach potential 
 
Answers to part (d) left much to be desired. Many candidates failed to explain clearly 
what is meant by fringe benefits, the time rate method and gross pay. 
Part (e), as expected was answered fairly well. 
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Question 4 
 
This question was also not well answered. It was rather amazing to find out that 
candidates were not able to answer questions on a topic which is usually found to be an 
interesting one. For example many candidates could not give five aims of trade unions 
and some repeated the same aims using different words. 
In part (b) candidates did not have a clear idea of what a closed shop is all about and in 
part (c) many candidates could not even distinguish between general unions and white 
collar unions.  
Candidates did not know of the existence of employers’ associations. This shows that 
candidates when preparing and revising for the exams do not cover the entire syllabus. 
Part (e) produced good answers. 
 
Question 5 
9.9% of candidates sitting for the examination did not attempt this question. Candidates 
generally score high marks in this type of question and this it was not expected to have 
this rather high percentage of candidates not choosing this question. 
 
Question 6 
 
Parts (c) and (e) were generally not well answered. Candidates failed to indicate the 
channels through which communication flows, i.e. formal or informal. Only a few 
candidates were aware that formal channels could be vertical or horizontal.   
No candidates referred to the grapevine. 
 
Question 7 
 
47.25% of candidates sitting for this paper did not choose this question. The 52.75% who 
attempted this question showed that they had covered this topic well although some 
candidates did not calculate the ratios correctly. 
 
Question 8 
 
The examiners did not expect to find 38.26 of candidates not attempting this question.  
This question refers to an important part of the syllabus. 
Part (b) produced very disappointing answers. Candidates were expected to know the 
reasons why a government may decide to take a firm into public ownership. 
In part (b) many candidates could not mention three advantages of private limited 
companies. Some candidates were able to give only one advantage. 
Part (e) which was the true or false type of question clearly showed that candidates did 
not know anything about the memorandum of association, the nominal capital of a 
company and a dividend. 
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3.0. General comments 
 

1. This year’s cohort seemed to be less focused than in previous years. 
2. Candidates should be encouraged to work a number of past papers prior to sitting 

for the examination. This will enable candidates to increase their confidence and 
so produce better answers. 

3. Candidates should read the questions well before attempting to answer them. It 
was evidently clear that some candidates misunderstood the questions. 

4. Candidates should be well prepared with an array of definitions that should be 
recalled. 

5. Candidates should not attempt more questions than those indicated in the 
examination paper. 

 
The Chairperson 
Board of Examiners 
2008 


