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What do young people think about business? 
 
Executive summary 
 
Young people have to make numerous decisions.  These concern, amongst other things, the 
products and services they may want to buy and where they will buy them from.  They also 
need to consider what career options are open to them.  Which sectors and companies 
would they like to work in?  Do they have enough knowledge to make an informed choice? 
 
The purpose of this qualitative research was to identify the extent of students’ knowledge 
about UK companies.  200 students were asked what they knew about 30 large UK and 
international businesses of different types, both before and after they had studied The 
Times 100 case studies on the companies.  The Times 100 brings the business world to life 
by illustrating real applications of business theory. 
 
Prior to studying, the research showed significant gaps in knowledge:  This was true of all 
types of organisation from public sector to international businesses.  Levels of knowledge 
ranged from none at all - e.g. Syngenta - ‘I have never heard of the company. I do not know 
what it does.’) - to a general awareness of Business to Consumer companies -e.g. ‘Marks 
and Spencer was founded in the last century and I think at first it sold household items, 
clothes and maybe groceries.’) 
 
Conclusions 
The research indicated that The Times 100 case studies enhance student knowledge and 
understanding:  

• 93% of students state it improves their understanding of the companies  
• 84% of students report enhanced opinions of the companies who take part.   

 
It provides: 

• customer insights. It shows how businesses serve to meet customer needs and 
requirements.  ‘I now realise that there is a lot more to Siemens and its business 
really does affect everybody’s life in some way.’  

• employee insights. It shows why young people should consider working for the 
companies. ‘Can I come and work as a project manager please?  Network Rail’s 
planning system looks incredibly interesting as well as challenging!’   

• citizenship insights. It shows how business serves the wider community through 
CSR activities. ‘Vodafone’s principle of ‘open and transparent’ communication 
builds trust and loyalty with customers and employees.  It also builds credibility 
with other stakeholders for its responsible stance on business issues.’ 

 
The Times 100 creates a strong positive perception of all of the organisations. 



 

THE TIMES 100 
 

 2 

 

What do young people think about business? 
 
Introduction 
 
Young people have to make numerous decisions.  These concern, amongst other things, the 
products and services they may want to buy and where they will buy them from.  They also 
need to consider what career options are open to them.  Which sectors and companies 
would they like to work in?  Do they have enough knowledge to make an informed choice? 
 
As part of ongoing qualitative research, The Times 100 researched what 16-21 year olds 
know and how they feel about a number of large organisations of different types including: 

• raw material providers, such as Anglo-American, 
• manufacturers, e.g. Nestlé, Leyland and Corus 
• a selection of service sector companies, e.g. Enterprise Rent-A-Car and Marks & 

Spencer 
• utilities, including RWE npower 
• independent service providers, such as BSi 
• public sector organisations, e.g. HMRC and the Audit Commission 
• trade unions, such as UNISON. 

Quotes from students throughout the report are shown in italics.  
 
The research assessed the extent of students’ knowledge about UK companies both before 
and after they had read The Times 100 Case Studies. 
 
The Times 100 provides up-to-date case studies informing students about business activity 
in a way that is directly relevant to the business studies curriculum.  The Times 100 is the 
UK’s best known and most widely used resource introducing contemporary business case 
studies.  It provides real case materials for use in the classroom.  Published annually, it 
keeps business students and their teachers up-to-date with business practice.  
 
200 students were asked what they knew about a group of 30 UK and international 
businesses. 
 
What do students typically know about businesses? 
 
A number of key findings emerged from the research.  Prior to studying, the research 
showed significant gaps in knowledge: 

• Most students were not able to describe what major businesses such as Corus, Land 
Securities and RWE npower do. 

• At best, students have only low levels of knowledge of most UK businesses.  
• The lack of understanding relates to private sector businesses such as Corus, 

Amway and Siemens, as well as to trade unions like UNISON and public sector 



 

THE TIMES 100 
 

 3 

 

businesses such as Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC) and the Audit 
Commission. 

 
Students’ knowledge and understanding was typically limited to the following: 

• For goods and services targeted at young people and their families, the name of the 
business and sometimes the ability to recognise its logo. This also included the 
ability to recall aspects of advertising such as straplines. 

• Topical issues relating to the business.  They may recall a company if the business 
is in the public eye at a particular moment in e.g. Siemens building wind turbines. 

• The overall size of the business –is it relatively large or small? 
• Examples of innovative products or services associated with the business – e.g. 3 

and third generation phones. 
 
The research indicated that initial levels of knowledge and understanding of UK and 
international businesses varied significantly:  

• Nearly all students were totally unaware of some organisations, e.g. The Audit 
Commission.  

• At a second level, students have some awareness of some organisations but only 
realise this when prompted by the case study 

• At another level, there are organisations where students are familiar with the brand, 
e.g. NIVEA, but are not aware of the business that owns the brand (i.e. Beiersdorf).  

• Finally, there are organisations for which students already have some prior 
knowledge. Typically, these include high street retailers and FMCG companies - 
Marks & Spencer, Kellogg’s, McCain Foods and Nestlé are obvious examples.  

 
Students have a much lower level of knowledge about businesses that sell to other 
businesses – for example, Leyland Trucks, Land Securities and Corus.   
 
This lack of knowledge is illustrated by taking the case of Syngenta, the leading global 
agricultural business. None of the students questioned were able to identify the company 
with typical responses being:  

‘I have never heard of the company. I do not know what it does.’ 
 
Students have a better knowledge of more familiar companies. For example, all students 
were able to recognise Marks & Spencer as a high street retailer and could demonstrate a 
good level of understanding of recent changes in the company. For example: 

‘Marks & Spencer was founded in the last century and I think at first it sold 
household items, clothes and maybe groceries. It was always associated with the 
older generation but in recent years it has tried to change this. It also launched a 
new clothing range called Per Una, which was aimed at a younger market.’ 

 
There were similar results for High Street banks, e.g. for Lloyds TSB: 




