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Additional case study 
 
 
Purchasing for the National Union of Students 
 
NUS Services Ltd (NUSSL) is a commercial organization owned by over 200 student union 
shareholders in the UK. In order to deliver the service to students that most undergraduates and 
postgraduates now expect when they come to university, a key part of their Student Union’s 
activities is buying the products and services required to deliver to their members. In terms of 
strategic positioning, NUS is moving from being an organization that is ‘all about beer and 
flapjacks’ and is moving ‘to supply a wider range of materials and products’ (NUSSL website: 
www.nussl.co.uk). 
 
To this end, 152 Unions have formed a purchasing consortium as part of NUSSL which offers 
favourable prices to each Union through an online trading directory accompanied by centralised 
billing. Collectively the consortium represents 386 bars and venues, 243 retail outlets and 90 
catering outlets. It awards contracts (some of which can be exclusive) according to a tendering 
system. More than 1 million transactions are handled by NUSSL per year. 
 
A blog by Ama, a student union welfare officer, notes that Unions in small colleges purchase 
through larger local colleges since they do not reach sufficiently high bulk purchase targets. Her 
blog also notes the liaison with other organizations such the NHS in obtaining supplies of things 
like medical welfare products (e.g. condoms and pregnancy tests) for her area. (Source: 
http://www.officeeronline.co.uk/blogs/amauzowuru/273945.aspx)  
 
As a purchasing organization, NUSSL provides an important channel for suppliers, and organises 
many activities that facilitate relationships between buyers and sellers, including: 

• Trading News, a monthly magazine that reaches 1,200 key Union staff such as shop and 
bar managers, commercial and general managers and entertainment mangers. This is 
useful medium in which to advertise products and promotions. 

• The Union Show, an annual trade exhibition where sellers can meet face-to-face with 
purchasing decision makers from the Unions. 

• A trade directory (available online) of approved suppliers and contracted prices. This also 
acts as a promotional medium through banner advertisements. 

As well as their prices and quality of goods, suppliers are assessed for their broad environmental 
and ethical standards (an Ethical Code of Conduct is available on the NUSSL website). NUSSL 
favours ‘constructive engagement’ with suppliers over ethical issues, e.g. for soft drinks. This has 
been pursued by initiating debates with Coca Cola over workers’ conditions in their bottling plants; 
and, more tangentially, talks with Glaxo SmithKIine Beecham (suppliers of Ribena and Lucozade) 
over the firm’s sales of AIDS drugs in Africa. 
 
Source: adapted from material supplied by Gillian Hopkinson, Lancaster University. 
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Some questions suggested by this case include: 
 

1. If you were a buyer (or purchasing officer) at NUSSL, how would draw up a list of 
purchasing criteria for a product like a sandwich? How would you prioritise these criteria? 

2. If you represented an ‘out-supplier’ who wished to sell their goods to NUSSL, how might 
you begin the process of forming a relationship with this powerful purchasing consortium? 
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