CIMA Operational
Level study and
exam guidance

Supporting your studies
We’re giving you this guide to support your CIMA
Operational Level studies, which covers advice about
question practice and examination resits.
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Study and exam guide
Question practice is well-documented as one of the most highly recommended tasks during our students’ study and
revision periods. Indeed, we have data-driven evidence that a student is more likely to pass their CIMA examinations if
they have performed question practices and mock exams.

CIMA Objective Test examinations readiness checklist
Wondering if you’re ready for your Operational Level CIMA Objective Test exam? Go through these areas in your revision
We recommend you book your exam and work towards the exam date as you go through this checklist.

I understand that the OT Exams will cover all areas of
the syllabus and will ensure that learning has taken
place across the breadth of the syllabus.
under all ‘component outcomes’ of the syllabus.

I understand it’s important to have fully studied
syllabus topic(s) before I start my question practice. I
also understand that question practice is not the main
‘learning tool’ but the most helpful ‘exam preparation
technique’ to maximise my learning.
mock exams.

I understand that the OT Exams are weighted towards
remembering, understanding and application, with
some analysis and evaluation in highly structured
scenarios.

exams to focus on my strengths and improve on
my weaknesses.

needed to succeed in the exam.
I understand that OT Exams ensure that learners
have acquired the fundamental knowledge, skills

and time management strategies.

professional role outlined in the Operational level
examination blueprint.

onscreen calculator, tables and formulae and
online whiteboard during the exam.

CIMA Question Tutorials
and can describe the exam format, features, time
aspects, response requirements and process of
the exam.

I know what to expect at a test centre and am familiar
with the testing environment.
identity, water in a clear container and other tools.

I understand what it takes to pass the exam and
how it is scored based on the ‘task statements’ in
the Operational level examination blueprint.

and ate a hearty meal. I am peaceful with an
exam-ready mindset.

all the ‘task statements’ of the OT Exam I am
preparing for.
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Examiner's advice to overcome the
common mistakes in CIMA Case Study
examinations
CIMA Case Study (CS) examinations are designed to
challenge you to provide solutions to the type of problems
that you would encounter in the workplace for a job role

across all three levels, not only under the CIMA 2019

The examinations use a simulated case study to provide
context to exam tasks.

2015 PQ, which shows that these reasons remain the
same despite the syllabus change! An exam candidate
who scores low marks (such as a level 1 on a given trait)
may have done one or all of the following:

To be successful, you must perform the core activities
(in the Exam Blueprints) in the same way and to the
same standards that would be valid and valued in the
workplace. The Examiner’s Report, which CIMA publishes
for every level, is one of the most important resources
that can help you produce an answer that would score

• Failed to answer the question that was asked
• Demonstrated limited technical ability, such as gaps in
knowledge or understanding
•
•

study guide exam window of your CIMA Planner under
‘Full Post-Exam Support Materials’.

organisation studied and its environment.

'To achieve a level 3 in most traits, you are expected to
demonstrate good technical understanding of the topic
being tested through clear and comprehensive discussion,
and when asked, justify your answer. The answer should, of
course, be applied to the organisation [both pre-seen and
unseen materials] and the scenario within the task'.
– CIMA examiner

The
CS exam answers are:
•

in your

to the requirement

• Demonstrate the necessary

of the syllabus content

• Demonstrate your
•
•

that knowledge

, with good use of paragraphs to
clarify the development of an explanation
made in the answer

To achieve this, they recommend these

:

1.

Study all areas of the syllabus and ensure

2.

Think about the
industry and the entity. This is important because the tasks are all about the
application to the scenario, which could mean that the technical issues have to be
applied in a particular way.

Before the exam
3.

full and relevant. Take the time to type or write out full answers.

4.

during the exam and pay close attention to timing. It is very
helpful to have a logical structure when constructing your answer. Typing an outline
answer plan at the start of each task or requirement will help you to plan the structure
and reduce the risk of forgetting any strong points.

5.

The tasks are subdivided into separate requirements,
with recommendations as to the weighting for each requirement. If you have, say,
24 minutes available for a requirement then you should aim to spend roughly that
amount of time on it.

6.

No matter how obvious that seems, examiners regularly

7.

Remember that demonstrating good
technical understanding is not enough to pass. You’ll need to demonstrate technical
understanding in the context of the scenario and the particulars of the issue being
addressed.

8.

Some answers are weaker because they seem to
have been written with the intention of not contradicting the examiner’s suggested
solution. Remember that examiners will mark answers on their merits.

9.

No matter how tempting it is, do not waste time in
providing irrelevant material that does not answer the question. Credit is given for
all relevant points made in the answer, including real-world illustrations. Irrelevant
points will simply waste time, even if they demonstrate prior reading.

During the exam

10.

Marks are not allocated
answer in a manner that could prove unpopular with senior managers, perhaps
by recommending the rejection of a proposal made by one of the directors. The
the requirement.

We recommend that you read the Examiner’s Report together with their suggested answers and marking guidance.
This section is commissioned using extracts directly from Examiner’s Reports across all Operational Case Study
Examinations.
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Revise and prepare for your exam in 10 easy steps (both OT and CS Exams)
Exam revision can be daunting. To help you, our academic experts offer some essential revision tips as you prepare:
1.

How long will you
be able to study for each week? Consider varying your
learning with audio aids, visual aids and other tools.

6.

Key tip: Produce a revision timetable leading up to
the exam date and stick to it!
2.

Can you describe
the exam format, features, time aspects, response
requirements and process of the exam?

Key tip: Check your knowledge against the
exam blueprints (which are used
to set exam questions)
7.

Key tip: Go through the CIMA Question Tutorials.

exam-preparation time required? Have you used pass
cards or succinct summaries of what you’ve learned?

8.

what can be further improved or learned before
the exam day.

Start a learning period with
question practice, rather than passive reading. Pay

Key tip: Our data-driven evidence reveals performing
a mock exam improves your chances of examination
success.
9.

What went
technique needs improving? Prepare a list of actions
to address your limiting factors or blockers.
Make note of any mistakes you made
(we love yellow sticky notes) to aid recall.

Do you know exam day
procedures, such as what to expect at a test centre or
online remote exam? Have you performed a system
Key tip: Exam day guidance can be found here.

10.

'Actual student answer — passed’ was selected to demonstrate a comfortable
passing standard; the answer earned a score closer to 120. On the other
hand, ‘actual student answer — failed’ (scored around 60) was selected to
demonstrate common mistakes candidates made in examinations.
We have published this new learning resource which takes you through
two real students’ answers from the August 2020 Operational Case Study
examination. Actual student answer — passed was selected to demonstrate
a comfortable passing standard; the answer earned a score closer to 120. On
the other hand, Actual student answer — failed (score around 60) was selected
to demonstrate common mistakes candidates do in examinations that made
them miss opportunities to earn all available marks.

Performing mock exams are

Key tip: Enrol in a revision course with a training
provider or purchase question-led revision materials.

Key tip: Perform questions under timed conditions
to test your time management.
5.

Are you equipped with
exam and recall techniques and time management
strategies?
Key tip: To develop exam skills and techniques,
visit CIMA’s online Study Planner for guidance.

3.

4.

Do you understand
what it takes to pass the exam and how it is scored
based on blueprint core activities?

CIMA Case Study examinations
walkthrough answers

differently?

What you could have done

Key tip: Note down any techniques you can use
for future exams, and use them as momentum
to continue your studies.

materials for May–August 2020 CIMA Operational Case Study examinations.
After you’ve done so, read the test variant (5) that these candidates were
answering so that you have the context for this walkthrough answers. You
could also review the Examiner’s Report, the Marking Guide and Performance
Descriptors which might give you a greater appreciation of the comments on
these answers.
gives you an alternative approach to achieving a passing score from the same
requirements. It is useful to understand how different approaches can earn
marks and that the examiners are not looking for a model answer.
Note that in this walkthrough, answers for only sub-task (a) of Task 1 are
provided together with guiding comments to keep it simple. However, they
provide a representation of performance by candidates across all four tasks
in the entire examination. A debrief for each sub-task is also provided by
prescribed activities in the answer (as depicted in the Roman numerals).
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Actual student answer — failed
This email serves to explain decision tree and
how we should use it, limitations and other

Please prepare a
in which you:
tree and how we
should use it to make
our decision about
which agent to use.
–

A Level 3 answer (6–7 marks)
to this sub-task explains
most aspects of what the
decision tree represents and
makes a good attempt to
explain how the tree can be
used to make the decision.
The explanation refers to
the scenario and data in the
decision tree.

key performance indicators we could use to
assess the performance of the agents.
A decision tree is a tool used to decide
between two alternative options. For example
chargeIT wants to choose between two agents
to use when expanding to the Asian markets
end each decision tree has the root point which
serves as a starting point for our decision.

How to use decision tree
Expected values our weighted average of
the expected out come and can be used to
choose the option with the highest expected
value and when considering expected value
probabilities are not considered when looking
at the decision tree the option with the highest
expected value is Hopers with E$1197900.
Probability show the likelihood of an event
occurring. For example 50% chance that
sales of 100000 will be achieved should we
enter new market and can be used to decide
which option will the company be better off by
looking at chance of such event hoppers has
the highest probability that chargeIT can make
E$14520000.

Actual student answer — passed
This answer demonstrates a good understanding of
decision trees by identifying what the circles and squares
on the decision tree represent (para 1).

This answer demonstrates lack of technical understanding
of decision trees (see paragraph 1 of the Passed answer).

The candidate has failed to apply the theory of decision
trees to the scenario. In paragraphs two and three, some
no marks for application.

This is a good explanation of how to use the decision
tree to inform the decision about which agent to choose
(paragraph 2). The candidate has expanded beyond
a mere description and explains the decision tree
well, which was essential according to the question
requirement.

The overall answer demonstrates a non-targeted
approach, commenting on everything that the candidate
seems to remember about decision trees from a
theoretical point of view. This usually scores no marks.

Explains (in paragraph three) how to arrive at the decision
and why Hoppers should be chosen. The candidate has
taken into account the promotional expenditure of E$2
million (in this exam, some candidates ignored this!)

This concludes the answer well (paragraph four),
identifying the agent should be chosen together with
the reasoning.

Hi Anthea,
Please see the answers to your questions below:

A decision tree is a way of visually showing the stages of
decision making and the outcomes of the decisions taken.
They are particularly useful in cases like this where multiple
decisions need to be made. On a decision tree square
points indicate where a decision needs to be made and
circular points indicate an outcome point. Any branches off
a decision point either lead to an outcome point or a future
decision whereas branches off an outcome point will have
a probability and value attached.
For example, from the decision tree Sophie has provided,
point B shows the decision that needs to be made between
Bryants or Hoopers using as ChargeIT’s agents in Asia. At
point A the decision that needs to be made to go with the
two outcome points attached to show the expected value
of the two options whereas point B only has one outcome
point because if we use Hoopers there will only be one
outcome. Each decision point has three probabilities
attached to show the outcome in very good, good or poor
market conditions.
When using Sophie’s decision tree to make a decision
the decision would be made to follow the branches to the
outcome with the highest expected value as this would
decision it is important to take the E$2,000,000 related
to the promotional campaign away from The Hoopers
expected value as this is a cost ChargeIT will incur if
we choose to use this agent. This would make the total
expected value from employing Hoopers E$9,979,000
rather than the E$11,979,000 quoted.
Therefore, based on the decision tree ChargeIT should
employ Hoopers as the agent. This is because even after
the E$2,000,000 of additional cost is taken away the
decision is still highest.
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General resit guidance
If you’ve recently sat for an exam and didn’t pass, these tips will help maximise your success when you re-sit.
Before you attempt a re-sit, consider these three initial steps:
1.

2.
CIMA examination? If your answer is yes, then you’re
already on course to succeed in your next attempt.
For example, perhaps you recognise that you didn’t
allocate enough time for study or question practice.
Therefore, you already know what study weaknesses
need to be addressed, which helps you tweak your
revision plan or study timetable accordingly. If you’re
not sure why you didn’t succeed in your last exam, you
the examiners’ feedback in the Study Planner, which
addresses all the common errors candidates in the
examination made. For Case Study examinations, a
better understanding of how examiners mark would
also be extremely useful (both are addressed in the
later sections). If you’re still unsure after that, you
can consider speaking to a CIMA Registered Tuition
Provider and having expert CIMA tutors review
your work.

Having a date to work towards helps you plan your
studies, focus your time and prepare for a successful
re-sit exam.
3.

It can be disheartening to miss out
nothing more than a minor delay in achieving your
career goals. Continuing your studies shows that you
are resilient, which is a characteristic that is in great
demand by employers. There may well be moments in
your career where you’re mentoring or training others
and the empathy you’ll have obtained from this whole
experience will be invaluable.

'Finally, from all of us at CIMA, we wish you well with your
upcoming examinations and look forward to welcoming
you as a CIMA member soon'!
— Mark Foley, Director of Relationship Programmes, CIMA

Professional Accountants, the global voice of the accounting and
and The Chartered Institute of Management Accountants.

Professional Accountants and licensed to CIMA. 2101-25921

