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contract

Even the smallest of universities is like a small town, with its own economy and
governance. Setting up contracts with these organisations may feel painful and
convoluted. The systems in place at universities are not there to trip you up, but are
part of effective governance. Their processes and systems are there to protect the
student experience and institutional stability.

Universities are autonomous bodies, but in receipt of public funding and so 
have to meet certain regulatory requirements. This includes EU regulations 
which may necessitate formal and time consuming tendering processes.

Universities operate their own resource allocation models and will have 
different purchasing guidelines. Check their website for information about this 
before speaking with them.

The protocol of sales is not the same for universities as other sectors – one 
provider has said that ‘you can’t sell to universities.’ You need to actively  
work with as well as for the university.

If presenting a proposal to work in collaboration with one or more other 
providers to enhance your service provision to a university, consider 
recommending that the university issue separate contracts to each provider. 
This contract may speed up the contracting and payment cycles.

University finance systems include several rounds of checks and balances. 
Don’t expect your bills to be prioritised because you are a small company, 
but do recognise that universities are normally secure organisations and your 
invoices will be paid.

5things commercial providers need to...

...understand about the 
contracting process
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listen

You know that you have the market research and products that students need, but 
do you really know how HE works, and the expectations of the departments that 
you want to work with? Your product(s) being popular with users is only relevant 
to a Student Services manager if you can improve the support they give students. 
Ideally, your product(s) will also reduce burden on university staff, freeing their time 
to deliver other core support. 

Students follow a ‘journey’ with several stages.

University databases can be complex, and difficult to interact with.

University procurement systems and IT can be time consuming to deal  
with – don’t expect things to move as quickly as a product commission in  
other sectors.

Universities have to report to several agencies, including government – can 
your product add to the data they have to demonstrate their Value & Impact  
or meet reporting requirements?

A university might be buying your product but staff and students will access 
it. Your pitch may be to a university manager but your market is both the 
university department and the student(s).

5things commercial providers need to...

...listen to
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speak

University structures can be confusing, and might feel like they are deliberately 
designed to keep you out. That’s not true – universities all want to utilise the most 
effective tools that put their students at the forefront of relationship management. 
Different teams have ownership of different elements that will be important to rolling 
out your product.

The department your product will be used in in the first instance – to get 'buy in,' 
understand the issues you can help with and solutions you can offer.

Senior management – to understand the value of your product(s).

Practitioners (staff ‘on the ground’) – to champion your product(s).

IT – to enable the ready roll out of your product(s) and support implementation 
onto university systems, including any software downloads and workarounds.

Finance – to ensure that the contractual arrangements and budget are set out 
in a way that works for both the institution and you.

5people commercial providers need to...

...speak to
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ask

Students may be very familiar with the tools you think will help a university to deliver 
its mission, but university support staff may not have the same level of familiarity 
with the technology you are an expert in. Unless you are dealing directly with an 
IT department, managers are unlikely to know the ins and outs of the technology 
boundaries in place at the university. You can simplify your conversations with 
university managers using these questions.

What services does your department cover? What are your top three priorities 
for the next year? What are your ‘problem’ areas?

Do you know what technologies your students use? How many of your 
students use your social media channels? 

What technologies do you use to deliver your services to students? How do 
you monitor how much and how they are used? 

Do you want a standard package, a white label package, or a bespoke 
package? Do you know what platforms you want our product(s) to run on?

Have you put time aside to work with us to develop the right tool for you? Do 
you realise that this will take x hours per week while we are developing your 
product(s)?

5things commercial providers need to...

...ask
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