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General 
 

• The IEMA Associate Certificate online is exam is 2.5 hours.  

• There are 10 questions, each worth 12 marks [a total of 120 marks available]. 

• Each question is based upon one area of the Associate Membership Standard. 

• The pass mark is 60% [72 marks]. 

• All questions are compulsory. 

• Exams are marked by external examiners appointed by the IEMA. 
 
 
Exam Technique 
 
Although it sounds obvious, one of the most common errors made by people in exams is failing to read 
the question properly! You may write an answer that is perfectly correct in terms of what it says, but if it 
does not answer the question asked you will not gain marks. 
 
There are clues in the exam questions, which you can spot to help you on your way to exam success. 
 
 
Command Words 
 
The question will tell you the depth of answer that is required. If the question asks you to state something 
and you produce a lengthy explanation, you will probably get all of the marks, but you will have wasted 
time and effort and may end up running out of time at the end. 
 
Conversely, if you are asked to describe something and you give a list, you will lose marks. If you do not 
give the depth of answer required, the examiner will not be able to give you many of the marks available 
for that question. 
 
The following text in green is taken directly from an IEMA document “IEMA Associate Entry Exam 
Guidance (Version 1)”. 
 

Define 
 
Provide a generally recognised or accepted definition. 
 
For example: 
 
(a) Define environmental risk. 

[2 marks] 
 
An environmental risk is the likelihood that an environmental hazard will cause harm, combined 
with the severity of the environmental harm should it occur. 
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Describe 
 
Give a word picture.  
 
Give enough detail about an item for a reader to have a clear picture of it. ‘Describe’ normally 
requires short paragraphs and involves more than writing an ‘outline’.  
 
 
For example: 
 
(a) Describe EITHER the carbon cycle OR the nitrogen cycle.  

[4 marks] 
 
The carbon cycle is a complex series of processes through which all of the carbon atoms in 
existence rotate. It involves the earth’s atmosphere, fossil fuels, the oceans, vegetation and the 
soils of the earth’s terrestrial ecosystem.  
 
During the carbon cycle plants absorb carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and use it, combined 
with water from the soil, to make the substances they need for growth during photosynthesis. 
This process incorporates the carbon atoms from carbon dioxide into sugars. Animals then eat 
the plants and use the carbon to build their own tissues. The animals return the carbon dioxide 
into the air when they breathe and then when they die, carbon is returned to the soil during 
decomposition. The carbon atoms in the soil may then be used in a new plant. 
 
The carbon cycle is a closed system and is extremely complex with each process impacting on 
other processes. There is a finite amount of carbon. Therefore the carbon cycle is a closed 
system (all carbon is in it somewhere!).  
 
Carbon enters the atmosphere through respiration when animals breathe out Carbon Dioxide, 
burning and decomposition. 
 
Carbon is taken out of the atmosphere by plants and algae through photosynthesis. 
 
The carbon cycle is sometimes thought of as a series of carbon reservoirs, where carbon may 
move from one to another. These are the atmosphere, the terrestrial biosphere (Fresh water 
systems and non-living organic matter, e.g. soil), the oceans and sediments (including fossil 
fuels). 
 
Two key processes involved in the carbon cycle are photosynthesis (the process during which 
plants use sunlight and water to create oxygen and sugar, which they use to make starch, fats 
and proteins) and combustion (burning). 
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Explain 
 
Give a clear account of, or reasons for. 
 
Explain  
‘Explain’ is often associated with the words ‘how’ or ‘why’. ‘Explain’ may involve giving reasons 
for something, linking causes and effects, drawing parallels, pointing to relationships, or showing 
how theory can be applied. ‘Explain’ normally involves giving more detail than ‘describe’, and will 
often include words or phrases like ‘because’, ‘since’, ‘then’, ‘so that’ or ‘in order to’.  
 
 
Explain what is meant by  
Give a recognised definition of something or describe it in such a way so that it is distinguished 
from anything else. For example, explain what is meant by ‘sustainable development’.  
 
 
For example: 
 
(a) Explain why it is important to use a variety of methods to communicate environmental 

information in the workplace. 
[4 marks] 

 
People respond differently to different stimuli. Some will notice written information more readily, 
whilst others will respond to pictorial information or audible stimuli. Therefore effective promotion 
of environmental information needs to take account of these differences, and a range of different 
media should be used. Examples would be posters, which incorporate pictures, hand-outs, 
memos, briefings, videos etc. 
 
The use of different methods prevents workers becoming over-familiar with the materials. If 
display materials are changed regularly, people are more likely to notice them. This helps to 
reinforce the desired message. Variety also helps to stimulate interest and hopefully increase 
motivation.  
 
If different methods of communication are used, workers are given more opportunity to provide 
feedback, or become involved. Whilst some will willingly feedback verbally, others may be 
daunted by speaking out, but may prefer to reply in writing. Providing both methods for feedback 
would hopefully reach a greater number of people and provide a greater opportunity for staff 
involvement. 
 
Finally, different types of information require different methods of communication e.g. a complex 
work procedure is more likely to be understood if given in writing, discussed and demonstrated, 
whereas a change of skip location could be announced at a staff meeting or displayed on a site 
layout plan. 
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Give 
 
Provide without explanation. 

• Normally used with the instruction to ‘give an example of…’ 
 
For example: 
 
(a) Give an example of a controlled water under the Water Resources Act 1991. 

[1 mark] 
 

Ground waters. 
 
 
Identify 
 
Select and name. 
 
Normally a name, word or phrase will be sufficient, provided the reference is clear. For example, 
identify the regulator responsible for noise and statutory nuisance.  
 
 
For example: 
 
(a) Identify the key legislation for the control of hazardous waste. 

[2 marks]  
 
The key legislation that controls hazardous waste is the Hazardous Waste (England and Wales) 
Regulations 2005 (as amended in 2009).  
 
Hazardous waste is also covered in the Environmental Protection Act 1990 Part II, the Waste 
(England and Wales) Regulations 2011 and the List of Wastes (England) Regulations 2005. 
 
 
Assess  
 
Subject something to critical analysis in order to make a judgement about its value, use, 
suitability, integrity or accuracy.  
 
 
Interpret  
 
Interpret a set of data by describing the main trends, highlighting any anomalies, then providing 
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Outline 
 
Give the most import features of. 

• Less depth than either ‘explain’ or ‘describe’. 

• More depth than ‘list’. 
 
State and make clear, or give the most important features of something. ‘Outline’ is equivalent to 
a thin description, but involves more than simply listing.  
 
 
For example: 
 
Outline the business benefits of taking a proactive approach to environmental management.  

[12 marks]  
 
The business benefits of taking a proactive approach to environmental management include: 

• Avoiding the penalties for non-compliance with legislation, such as fines and custodial 
sentences. 

• Reduced insurance costs through reduced premiums. 

• Finance may be easier to access. 

• Cost savings through the reduction of waste. 

• Cost savings through the reduction of raw material use. 

• Improved reputation and good PR, which may bring improved customer loyalty. 

• Increased revenue through increased sales. 

• New product opportunities. 
 
 
List 
 
Provide a list without further explanation. 

• Single words are unlikely to score you marks. You need enough details to make the 
examiner understand what your point is. 

 
For example: 
 
(a) List 4 personal attributes required by an environmental auditor. 

[4 marks]  
 

• Good listening skills. 

• Good verbal communication skills. 

• Patient. 

• Calm and relaxed. 
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If that is too much to remember… 
 

These words need lots of detail: 
 

• Define 

• Explain 

• Describe 

• Outline 
 

Preferably using examples. 
 
 
These are short & sweet: 
 

• List 

• Identify 

• State 
 

Basically a list. 
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Breakdown of Marks 
 
Each question will show you how the marks are allocated. It is important to pay attention to this and to 
ensure that you spend an appropriate amount of time on each section, according to its value. 
 
For example: 
 
(a) Identify FOUR advantages and FOUR disadvantages of using fiscal instruments as an 

environmental policy instrument.  
[4 marks] 

 
For this question it is safe to assume that there will be two marks awarded for the advantages and 2 
marks for the disadvantages. If you only list the advantages, you can only possibly (at the very best) 
achieve 50%. 
 
We do not normally know the marking system for any given question, but it is stated in the question: 
“Identify FOUR advantages”. It is 2 marks for listing 4 advantages, which is ½ mark per advantage listed 
(and the same for disadvantages). 
 
(b) Describe TWO fiscal instruments currently in use that deal with different environmental problems, 

stating the country in which they apply.  
[8 marks] 

 
For Part B you have been told to describe “TWO fiscal instruments”. As it is 8 marks in total, you can 
assume that it is 4 marks per fiscal instrument. Again, if you only include one the maximum you can 
achieve is 50%. 
 
 
In the question above, you should spend twice as long on Part B than Part A because it is worth twice 
the marks. 
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Types of Marking 
 
From the example exam paper and marking scheme that the IEMA have issued, we can see that there 
are different ways in which marks are allocated to questions. These are: 

• Point Marking 

• Level of Response Marking 
 
 

Point Marking 
 
Each relevant answer is given one mark. For example: 
 
Outline the business benefits of taking a proactive approach to environmental management.  

[12 marks] 
 
Point marking to Max 12  
 
1 mark for each benefit outlined. e.g.: 

• Avoidance of penalties for non-compliance with legislation (1)  

• Reduced insurance costs through managing risks (1)  

• Easier access to finance (1)  

• Savings through minimising waste (1)  

• Savings through reduced resource use (1)  

• Enhanced corporate reputation (1)  

• Increased sales (1)  

• Improved customer loyalty (1)  

• New product opportunities (1)  

• Improved employee relations with good environmental practices (1)  

• Enhanced employee recruitment /retention (1)  

• Enhanced company value / shareholder return (1)  
 
Please note that in some questions it is ½ mark per relevant issue provided.  
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Level of Response Marking 
 
In this situation there is not a specific set of items that the examiner is looking for. Instead a mark 
value is appointed relative to the level of answer provided. For example: 
 
(a) Outline the main objectives of environmental auditing.  

[6 marks]  
 
Levels of Response Marking  
 

• If only a limited number and range of objectives is outlined, perhaps with inaccuracies: 
� 1-2 marks will be awarded. 

• If a range of clearly stated and discrete objectives are outlined: 
� 3-4 marks will be awarded. 

• If the answer includes a wide range of clearly stated and discrete objectives outlined and the 
answer demonstrates that you know that a range of environmental audit types exist: 
� 5-6 marks will be awarded. 

 
 
Timings 
 
Another area that can let people down during exams is the timing. You have a set amount of time in an 
exam, so you must use it wisely. 
 
It is always easier to collect the first few marks in a question than it is to gain full marks. This means you 
are always better off at least attempting every question. 
 
For example: 
 

• If you put something for every question: 
� You should easily gain 4 marks per question. 
� 4 x 10 = 40 marks. 

 

• If you answer first 5 questions in great detail, but write nothing for last 5: 
� You may still only get 8 marks per question. 
� 8 x 4 = 30 marks. 

 
You will get very few extra marks for a long, rambling answer. It's also worth remembering that for any 
question you fail to attempt, your score will be 0%. Answer every question, even if you are not over-
confident. 
 
Keep a close eye on the clock. 

• 2.5 hours is 150 minutes. 

• 10 question = 15 minutes per question. 

• 12 marks per question 

• This is roughly 1 minute per mark and three minutes reading time (that is reading the question and 
reading your answer through). 
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When you reach the time limit for that question, move on. You do not want to end up wasting time 
perfecting one answer if it means you run out of time to attempt all the questions. 
 
You can spend less time on ‘list’ questions. If you do start running out of time, do use bullet points rather 
than leaving a question blank because you may scrape a few marks. 
 
 
Read the Question! 
 
This again, sounds obvious, but is a key area people can struggle with. 
 
It is very easy to start rushing in to writing an answer, only to find when you get to part (b) that you are 
writing very similar things. 
 
Once you have started writing your answer, check the question to make sure that you are answering 
what you have been asked. It is easy to go off on a tangent and write about something you are confident 
about rather than what the question is asking. Please stop and re-read the question. If you find you have 
started going off on a tangent, you may still have time to salvage your answer. 
 
Saying that, do not delete what you have already written. There may be a few marks in there and there is 
no harm in leaving it in. 
 
 
In Summary: 
 

• Read the question. 

• Answer the question they set.  
� Not the one you want to answer! 

• Note the action verb, as a guide to the detail required. 

• Keep to the point. 

• Keep an eye on the time. 
 
 
Finally… 
 

• Don't panic!  

• If you get stressed it will be harder for you to answer the questions. 

• If you read an exam question and think you can’t do it, take a deep breath, read the question again 
and answer what you can. 

 
Don’t forget to look at the example examiner’s report for further guidance. This is available on the 
Envirotrain website or from your tutor. 
 
Remember, you need 72 marks to pass.  

• With 10 questions, that is 7.2 marks per question. 
� … 7 marks each (out of twelve) for eight of the questions and 8 marks (out of twelve) in the 

other two questions. 
 

To all our delegates … Good luck! 


