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SEC BUSINESS STUDIES 
May 2006 Session 

Examiner’s Report 
 

Statistics  
 

Table 1: Distribution of grades for SEC Business Studies – May 2006 session 

Grade 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 U Abs Total 
I+IIA 34 59 75 58 30 − − 11 2 269 
I+IIB − − − 75 121 37 51 115 15 414 
Total 34 59 75 133 151 37 51 126 17 683 

% 5.0 8.6 11.0 19.5 22.1 5.4 7.5 18.4 2.5 100.0 
 
Paper I 
 
Q1. 
 
A Candidates performed poorly here.  Most failed to recognise the basic accounting relationships which 

were involved. 
B This question was generally well answered. 
C This question was generally well answered. 
D Most students managed to give quite a clear interpretation of the accounting measurement. 
E Many students failed to explain coherently what Quick Assets are and limited themselves to giving 

examples.  This is not what the question asked! 
F Many students managed to come up with a variety of different valid ways in which the business may 

improve its liquidity. Well done! 
G This question was generally well answered.  Some candidates attempted to sketch the Break Even 

chart but most sketches where very inaccurate or incomplete: axes were not identified, no relevant 
markings on the curves.  Many students erroneously marked the TC curve as VC. 

 
It is generally felt that not enough emphasis is being made by teachers on the section of the syllabus 
which deals with the interpretation of accounting information.  The overall performance on this section is 
still rather weak. 
 
Q2. Candidates sitting for Paper IIA (PIIA) averaged 9 out of 12 while Paper IIB (PIIB) candidates 
averaged 6. 
 
PIIA candidates 
Two parts seem to have given some difficulties to these candidates, i.e. parts (g) and (h). In part (g), 
around 40% of these candidates did not realise that the question is asking for the motives of ONE 
particular user of final accounts, i.e. Government. Thus they answer “to check for fraud” / “to see how it 
is doing” / “to see if they give a true and fair view”, etc. While these are all reasons for drawing up final 
accounts they are not reasons why Government may require analysing them. 
In part (h) about 36% manage to give three proper sources of advice, 31% manage two while 21% 
manage only one. Some bring in intra-firm departments as sources of advice (ex. R&D). One must 
remember that the firm is not yet set up and thus the question should be answered in the context of 
sources external to the firm. Some suggest general sources like “financial advice” / “business advice” / 
“government”. More specific sources were required such as bank / chamber of commerce / Malta 
Enterprise, for example. 
 
PIIB candidates 
Candidates seemed very well prepared for part (c) and fairly well prepared for parts (b) and (e); less so for 
parts (a) and (g). In part (a), a good number of candidates answer sole owner while others recommend a 
business activity (ex grocery) rather than a type of business. Limited partnership was not accepted as an 
answer since Thomas Genn would surely not be the one with limited liability in such an organisation. In 
part (g), it is a wonder that less than half the cohort of candidates, bring up the obvious tax purposes and 
instead answer a non-existent question such as ‘Give one reason why final accounts are prepared.’ 
Part (d) seemed particularly difficult with 8% of PIIB candidates not attempting an answer and 44% of 
those who did getting it wrong. Some recommend ways to increase the goodwill of the firm rather than 
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the capital. Others bring in retained profits, which is not considered acceptable since Thomas Genn is 
still setting up the business! Again, the obvious (loans and owner/s’ resources/share issue) was not stated. 
In part (f), around 50% of candidates bring up the Trading and Profit and Loss Account (or words to that 
effect) but fail to bring up the Balance Sheet. 
Finally in part (h), a good number of candidates recommend seeking advice from “family and friends,” 
“another businessman”, etc. At this rate, it seems a waste of public funds to have an institution such as 
ME! In this regard, markers also accepted IPSE even if this was mentioned together with ME, even 
though the former is now a department of the latter. 
 
Q3. 
 
A Most answers were well explained. 
B Many students here lost marks because they did not mention the pricing strategies as require by the 

question.  Instead they gave different methods of how the price could be set. This, in fact, was the 
answer required in part C of the same question.  Candidates are urged to read the question carefully. 

C Generally well answered. 
D This question was, in general, poorly answered.  Only few candidates could explain what a loss 

leader really was and how it is used in business. 
E Generally students struggled to give a proper example of when price discrimination is used – others 

correctly mentioned the different pricing at the cinema, at the theatre or on the bus or for the supply 
of water and electricity. 

G It is the examiners’ opinion that this question was too vague and was too heavily weighted when 
compared to the rest of the paper.  Most answers explained that competition in the market was the 
influencing factor.  Candidates were rewarded for this.  

 
Q4. 
 
A Many candidates confused the product mix for the marketing mix here and went completely out of 

point. 
B Many marks were lost here due to the fact that candidates failed to draw and accurate and well 

labelled diagram.  Axes, labelling of curves, re launch, the profit curve were mostly omitted.  Few 
candidates were awarded full marks here.  Some students limited themselves to simply presenting the 
stages in sequence – some marks were if at least all the stages were mentioned in the proper order. 

C This question was generally very superficially answered.  Many candidates failed to highlight the 
relationship between the PLC and the strategies which a businessman undertakes under the different 
circumstances. 

D This question was adequately well answered – but again, it is the examiners’ opinion that the 
information presented was very basic. 

E This question was mostly well answered, with examples too! 
F Many students were capable of giving examples of generic brand names but were not in a position to 

explain its real significance.   
G This was generally well answered although some students failed to relate loyalty to return purchases 

and cross brand acquisitions – simply saying to be loyal to a brand was not enough. 
H This question was well answered by most candidates. 
 
It is felt that overall the performance on this section of the paper was not a good one.  Many students had 
only a vague comprehension ad appreciation of such an important area of the syllabus. 
 
Q5. PIIA candidates averaged 9 while PIIB candidates averaged 5 out of 15 for this question. 
 
PIIA candidates 
In general candidates did not seem well prepared for parts (a) and (g) since they averaged less than 50% 
of the allotted marks. Only 10% of these candidates could give two main features of command economies 
namely that government decides what, how and for whom and that there is no form of personal income 
derived from the ownership of property. It is this latter feature that was mostly missing. 
A good number of the answers to part (g) focus on aid-giving by the EU when this is not a basic feature 
of an economic union such as the EU. Only 44% bring in the feature of free trade between member 
countries, including 25% who also bring in the feature of the common external tariff. 
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PIIB candidates 
The only part for which PIIB candidates seemed well prepared in this question was part (c), i.e. that Malta 
is considered to be a mixed economy. As many as 23% did not even attempt answers to parts (f) and (h). 
In part (a), only 5% of candidates could give two correct features of a command economy. 
Answers to Part (b) were quite interesting, though no candidate mentioned Malta even though they might 
have answered command economy for part (c). A good number of candidates suggest Angola, which may 
have been a dictatorship though this does not necessarily mean that its economy was a planned economy. 
It must be emphasised that one cannot make the equation dictatorship = command economy. 
In part (d), half the PIIB candidates were able to state that one feature of a mixed economy is that it is a 
mixture of market and command economies. Only 3% were able to add that these are basically market 
economies in which government intervenes to modify the operation of market forces. 
In part (e) it was quite surprising that 18% of the PIIB candidates did not even attempt this question and 
that half of those who did, got it wrong. 
In part (f), markers were quite liberal in that the advantage and disadvantage given depended on the 
answer the candidate gives to part (e). Thus full marks were given to any candidate who might have got 
part (e) wrong but still correctly stated the advantage and disadvantage of “the economic system you 
mentioned in your answer to (e) above”. Had candidates realised this, there probably would not have been 
a non-response rate as high as 23%. 
A good number of the answers to part (g) focus on aid-giving by the EU when this is not a basic feature 
of an economic union such as the EU. Only 34% bring in the feature of free trade between member 
countries, including 5% who also bring in the feature of the common external tariff. In this regard, 
candidates should perhaps be guided not to rely on the media for basic information. 
Apart from the 23% of PIIB candidates who did not even attempt this question, 33% were able to explain 
opportunity cost. Only 6% were able to show that opportunity cost exists only with scarce goods and that 
there is no opportunity cost for free goods. Some PIIB candidates made a common-sense attempt by 
arguing that if you choose ‘A’ and give up ‘B’ then ‘A’ becomes scarce. Obviously this argument did not 
attract marks since good ‘A’ was already scarce even before it was chosen otherwise it would not have an 
opportunity cost! 
 
Q6. PIIA candidates also average 9 and PIIB candidates also averaged 5 out of 15 for this question. 
 
PIIA candidates 
In general candidates did not seem well prepared for parts (c), (e) and (g) since they averaged less than 
50% of the allotted marks. 
 
PIIB candidates 
In general, candidates seemed very well prepared for parts (a), (b) and (h). For those who got part (h) 
wrong, it may be pointed out that the GRTU is NOT a Trade Union but an Employers’ Association. 
CMTU was accepted even though this organisation is not listed as a trade union with the Registrar since it 
is a confederation. However it is mentioned by name in the EIRA. 
Part (c) was answered incorrectly by 65% of PIIB candidates who took the term hygiene too literally! 
Only 4% were abe to state that hygiene factors can cause dissatisfaction but cannot motivate. 
In general, those PIIB candidates who attempted this question were well prepared for part (d) with 23% 
bringing in three out of five levels of needs. Sadly 28% of candidates did not attempt this question. 
With regard to part (e), it was quite amazing to learn that 44% of PIIB candidates confuse the function of 
a shop steward with that of a shop assistant! 39% correctly state that the shop steward represents their 
members’ interests to employers but fail to bring in the function of this Trade Union official in relation to 
the Trade Union itself, i.e. recruiting and reporting grievances to the relevant Trade Union Section. 
In part (f), 23% of PIIB candidates were able to give three good examples of industrial action and another 
23% were able to give two good examples. 28% were able to give only one. Regarding this part it may be 
pointed out that protesting and going to court/industrial tribunal are not considered as ‘industrial action’ 
although they may be actions that may be taken. One has to be clear about what action may be termed 
industrial action. Markers accepted actions from the following list: work-to-rule, go-slow, overtime ban, 
boycott, strike and picketing. 
Part (g) was decidedly the least question that PIIB candidates were prepared for. 78% of PIIB candidates 
got this wrong and 14% did not attempt it. Various answers included that the shop is closed because there 
is industrial action being carried out. Again students are not aware of the ‘shop’ terminolgy used by UK 
as well as Maltese TUs. This was also made amply obvious by the answers to part (e) as commented on 
above. 
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Q7. 
 
PIIA candidates average 7 while PIIB candidates averaged 3 out of 14 for this question. In general, 
candidates did not seem to be well prepared for this topic. 
 
PIIA candidates 
In general candidates did not seem well prepared for parts (c), (d) and (f) but seemed quite well prepared 
for part (g). 
In parts (c) and (d) a good number of candidates show that they do not have a clear idea of  what the 
Balance of Payments is recording. Thus they suggest increasing taxes as an option “that a country has 
when it has a deficit on its Balance of Payments account” (c) or spending the surplus on building schools 
and roads when there is a “surplus on its Balance of Payments account” (d). This shows that they are 
thinking of Budget deficits rather than Balance of Payments deficits. 
In part (f), many candidates bring up documents that may be associated with home trade as well as with 
the export trade such as receipts, cheques and quotations. Examiners were looking at documents specific 
to the export trade such as Consular or Commercial Invoices and Certificates of Origin. Otherwise the 
question could have been broadly put as ‘Mention any two documents required in home or foreign trade’. 
 
PIIB candidates 
The same comments may be made with regard to P2B candidates with the added comment that these 
candidates give a lot of general answers such as ‘invest the money’ in reply to part (d). PIIB candidates 
also did not do well in part (e) where 38% chose not to attempt an answer to this part of the question. Out 
of those who did, 13% got three measures right while 37% got all three wrong or did not mention three 
protectionist measures. 
 
General comments 
 
This year’s cohort seemed to be more focused than in previous years. However a good number of 
candidates still give general answers that give the impression that the thinking is that one’s common sense 
or following the news is enough to get you through this exam. Candidates opting for the SEC Business 
Studies examination must show that they are Business Studies students. They cannot be expected to 
answer Business Studies exam questions in a general way that could have been answered by any of their 
peers who have opted for some other subject. 
An old trick in the book of examinations is to use words provided by the paper setters to define what it is 
candidates have been asked to define. This may work in comprehension questions when one is asked to 
state how a certain word is used in the context but it does not work in data-response questions. Many 
seem to think that Paper 1 is a comprehension paper. It must be emphasised with future candidates that 
they are expected to be well prepared with an array of definitions that must be recalled (Assessment 
Objective (a) in syllabus) as well as applied “in an appropriate way to the solution of business problems” 
(Assessment Objective (e) in syllabus). In this regard, it would be a good idea for future candidates for 
the SECE in Business Studies students to be made fully aware of the 6 Assessment Objectives in the 
syllabus. 
 
Paper IIA  
 
Paper IIA aims at testing a broad understanding of the activities that take place within the business 
environment and of the way in which changes in that environment influence business behaviour.  
Students are expected to demonstrate not only an ability to recall knowledge information in a coherent 
manner, be it written, numerical or graphical form. The syllabus requires that the examination and quality 
of work offered must extend over all sections of the syllabus.  Regretfully one can notice that some areas 
are totally neglected by most students, teachers or schools. 
 
269 took this year’s paper IIA.  On the whole, the outcome was satisfactory.  The best results were 
achieved by those candidates who showed a consistent standard of performance across all questions 
and/or sections of the syllabus. 
 
Students’ performance was variable.  At the top end there was a marked improvement in the quality of 
work, coverage, understanding, clarity of expression, reasoned arguments to topical issues. The top 
candidates managed to consistently produce the key elements that all examiners look for, i.e. knowledge, 
understanding, clear analysis and application.   
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The main problems of the weaker candidates seem to be: 
• Lack of comprehension and the ability to express oneself in readable and understandable language.  

This could be overcome by going over past exam papers and other exercises. 
• A tendency to write very, very short answers covering only parts of the question set.   Students 

should be taught to carefully read the instructions and the questions set. For example, eight students 
attempted ALL eight questions with the result that practically no one achieved a pass mark in this 
paper.   Moreover, the time available should be evenly spread among all the four questions that have 
to be answered.  

 
One can never stop recommending that all students should read more and to try and relate what is 
discussed in class to what is going on in the world around them.   
 
Q1.  Only 40 candidates attempted this question.  The marks’ distribution was as follows: 
 
Marks range 20 - 25 17 - 19 14 - 16 10 - 13 9 or less 
Number of replies 2 4 13 9 22 
 
The first part of this question required students to describe the major steps involved in setting up: (i) a 
public limited company and (ii) a producer co-operative society up to the time they can start trading. Most 
students simply referred to some of the main characteristics and/or advantages of these business units, 
thereby missing the essence of the question. The majority of respondents did identify but not explain the 
main sources from where such organizations can secure additional capital for expansion. 
Part (c) required students to compare the advantages and disadvantages of trading as a partnership 
compared with those of a private limited company.  Most students simply listed the advantages and 
disadvantages of only one business entity. 
 
Q2.   This question attracted the attention of 198 students. 
 
Marks range 20 - 25 17 - 19 14 - 16 10 - 13 9 or less 
Number of replies 39 60 56 34 9 
 
As the above table shows, this question about motivation, job satisfaction, flexitime and leadership styles 
posed no serious problems.  In fact responses were generally above average.   
 
Q3.  Fewer than half the cohort (120) attempted this question. 
 
Marks range 20 - 25 17 - 19 14 - 16 10 - 13 9 or less 
Number of replies 8 35 41 29 7 
 
It was very surprising that only 16% of all students taking paper IIA could muster an acceptable answer to 
a practical question relating to what it takes to set up a successful business, the problems commonly 
encountered by young entrepreneurs and the main threats and opportunities of SMEs or the advantages 
that can be gained from expanding a business. 
It has already been stated that the primary aim of the Business Studies syllabus is to inculcate a broad 
understanding of the activities that take place within the business environment and of the way in which 
changes in that environment influence business behaviour 
 
Q4.   Most of the 129 candidates found serious problems when tackling section (c) which required them 
to explain whether devaluation of the Malta pound would help exporters or importers and section (d) 
where they had to identify the main problems faced by a particular country, based on Balance of 
Payments data.. 
 
Marks range 20 - 25 17 - 19 14 - 16 10 - 13 9 or less 
Number of replies 13 23 21 31 23 
 
Variations of this question had featured in previous exam papers, yet the same shortcomings were 
evidenced.  Students should be able to interpret the outcomes of different Balance of Payments situations. 
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Similarly (b) asked students how the Maltese Government could deal with our ‘widening’ trade Gap.  
This is a topical issue of interest to all, but only one student did mention the fact that the current situation 
derives from the higher price of oil imports and as such an effort should be done to conserve energy or 
adopt alternative sources. 
  
Q5.   Topics relating to Marketing remain a favourite area with business studies students and this year 
was no exception. 179 candidates selected this question.  
 
Marks range 20 - 25 17 - 19 14 - 16 10 - 13 9 or less 
Number of replies 26 46 70 19 22 
 
Marks were lost on section (a) as respondents simply listed the advantages of advertising without any 
reference to (i) sellers and (ii) consumers, and in section (b) where they had to describe three marketing 
techniques that a firm might use in selling to consumers that it would not use when selling to other 
businesses.  Many candidates just listed three marketing techniques making no reference to what the 
question was after. 
 
Q6.  Just over half (143) of those taking this paper responded to this question dealing with labour 
relations. 
 
Marks range 20 - 25 17 - 19 14 - 16 10 - 13 9 or less 
Number of replies 18 53 51 18 3 
 
This topic seems to have been adequately covered with the majority of students attaining a good pass 
mark on this question. Sections (a), (b) and (c) offered no serious problems but (d) could have been better 
tackled.  This section required students to give their views on why it is important for firms to increase 
efficiency and remain competitive besides suggesting ways and means on how it could be achieved.   
Once again this is a topical issue on our island and much has been said and written about this topic.  
Students should be encouraged to read local newspapers, listen to news items and relate everything to the 
subjects they are studying. 
 
Q7.  The 130 replies provided a normal distribution of marks 
  
Marks range 20 - 25 17 - 19 14 - 16 10 - 13 9 or less 
Number of replies 9 49 45 23 4 
 
This question should not have provided any difficulties.  What was lacking was bringing the topic closer 
to our times, e.g. (a) required students to explain how improvements in this field can benefit the ordinary 
public by its impact upon business and commerce. They could have come up with more ideas in (b) while 
describing the different techniques of communication that can be employed to get one’s message clearly 
across to another person or persons in ‘face to face’ conversations. 
 
Q8.  
 
Marks range 20 - 25 17 - 19 14 - 16 10 - 13 9 or less 
Number of replies 27 36 52 24 14 
 
We keep repeating that this type of question requires more in depth explanations and the main weakness 
which surfaced here was that many students failed to use proper examples when explaining the difference 
between the various terms set.  This year’s question required students to differentiate between three rather 
than two terms. 
 
Points for improvement include:  
(a) The roles of MFSC, Chamber of Commerce and Stock Exchange (all bodies publish leaflets about 
their objectives, etc.); 
(b) Social Cost, Social Benefit and Opportunity Cost; 
(c) Vertical integration, Horizontal integration and Economies of Scale; 
(d) There is still great confusion as to Free Trade Area, Customs Union and Trade Union (some students 
even went so far as saying that these are three different types of unions). 
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Paper IIB 
 
Q1. 95.6% of students answered this question. As expected there were many good answers but some 
students found parts (f) and (g) difficult to answer. 
 
Q2. Only 54.4% of students sitting for the paper tackled this question. A good number of students scored 
high marks but others found difficulty in describing quotas, balance of trade and balance of payments. 
 
Q3. 79% of students attempted this question. Most answers did not meet the examiners’ expectations. It is 
apparent that this topic was not covered well by students. 
 
Q4. The percentage of students answering the question was 68.7%. Most responses were poor. Except for 
part (a) students showed difficulty in expressing themselves on sources of finance, shares, debentures and 
secured loans. 
 
Q5. Just 54.8% of students attempted this question. Notwithstanding the importance of Marketing, 
students always fail to give this topic the importance it deserves. The low marks scored by students 
answering this question are due to the very poor answers to parts (c), (d) and (e). 
 
Q6. 64% of students answered this question. There were a number of good answers but the other answers 
were rather poor. These latter students only managed to answer part (b) satisfactorily. The other parts 
were definitely poorly answered. 
 
Q7. This type of question is always chosen by the majority of students, the percentage for this 
examination was 93%. The vast majority of students scored high marks. 
 
Q8. Only 33% of the students sitting for this paper answered this question. Some students submitted good 
answers but others indicated lack of knowledge. This is a topic which should interest students and thus 
examiners expect students to know this topic well. 
 
As a general comment I would like to stress the importance of working past papers. This would ensure 
more confidence in answering questions. 
 
 
The Chairperson 
Board of Examiners 
July 2006 
 


