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Introduction  
 
Purchasing at its simplest is an activity we encounter on a day to day basis in our 
personal lives. Everyday we make decisions on how we spend our own money, 
searching for special offers in our food shopping, working out whether we can afford 
a holiday or checking the references of a builder.  
 
The purchasing of goods and services on behalf of UNISON is a professional activity 
and should be carried out as such. „Procurement‟ is a term used to describe the 
process of buying goods and services from external suppliers.  
 
Those involved in procurement are able to make a positive contribution to the 
effective use of UNISON member subscriptions by buying more efficiently and wisely.  
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The Procurement Process  
 
Whatever you are purchasing the general stages in a procurement process are the 
same. It is not possible or a good use of time to subject every purchase to the same 
level of scrutiny. For low value purchases a very brief amount of time may be spent 
on each of the steps. For higher value/risk purchases more time should be spent on 
the process.  
 
1. Identify a Need  
For low value consumable purchases this may be as simple as “we need to order 
some printing paper”. For high value purchases this may involve writing a business 
case and obtaining a budget. You may also need to write a „Specification‟ of your 
requirements (see below).  
 
It is good practice to think about the requirement that you have and ask “do we really 
need to buy?”, “Could we get the current item repaired or refurbished instead of 
purchasing a new one?” “Is there preferred supplier arrangement in place?”.  
 
2. Enquiry Stage/Market research  
Identify potential suppliers, send specification if applicable, request quotes.  
 
3. Evaluate Options  
Evaluate quotations, check your requirements have been interpreted correctly, read 
the contract terms and seek clarification from the supplier if necessary. Ask for a 
discount! Check the suppliers have the necessary insurances.  
 
Ensure you are purchasing:  

 at the Right price - pricing is competitive 

 the Right Product (or Service) – ensure specification is correct  

 of the Right quality 

 from the Right source  

 for the Right delivery – time and place 

 at the Right terms and conditions  
 
4. Place Order/Sign Agreement  
Once you have considered everything and decided to continue with the purchase, 
place the order/sign the agreement as appropriate.  
 
5. Receive goods/services 
Take delivery of goods/services. Make sure you have exactly what you ordered. 
Damages, shortages or failures should be reported immediately.  
 
6. Pay Invoice  
Once goods/services have been received satisfactorily ensure timely payment of the 
invoice in accordance with supplier terms.  
 
7. Contract Management  
Monitor the goods/service to ensure you are getting the goods and services you are 
paying for. Note the expiry date of a contract and any notice period required so that 
timely action can be taken. 
 
Retain records on all purchases, records of communications, quotes, orders and 
terms and conditions in case there are any issues or disputes, particularly for higher 
value goods or services.  
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Good Practice Procurement Tips  
 
Quotations and Estimates  
For detailed requirements ensure you specify exactly what you want and obtain 
written quotations. 
 
Always request a quotation rather than an estimate. If you are not sure of the exact 
need or budget you can ask for more than one quote so that you can choose the best 
option. A quotation is a fixed price for quoted goods/services. Unless you change the 
requirements you will pay the price on the quotation. An estimate is a rough 
indication of what something will cost. If you receive an estimate, request a quote 
before proceeding. Quotations are under the Supplier‟s Terms.  
 
Ensure you understand what the supplier‟s guarantees/warranties are and what sort 
of customer support or training is available if applicable.  
 
Be aware of the risk of abnormally low quotes. Always request a breakdown of 
pricing to establish exactly what is included or excluded. Check for any errors and 
request delivery lead times.  
 
Supplier vetting 
It is important to ensure you are contracting with a bonefide company that complies 
with legislation, is financially stable and has the capacity and capability to deliver the 
requirements.  
 
Sourcing suppliers can be carried out by various methods; your own knowledge, 
information from colleagues, internet search, trade shows/exhibitions, trade 
magazines, UNISON‟s Approved Supplier list.  
 
The nature of the purchase, the risk and monetary value of the requirement will have 
a bearing on the depth and extent of supplier vetting and appraisal.  
 
It is important to think about the potential risks in a purchase. If a supplier is coming 
on site to do work it is more important to ensure that they have the necessary 
qualifications, insurance cover and experience in the type of work required. Do they 
intend to sub-contract any of the work?  
 
UNISON‟s standard vetting procedures are set out in the „Approved Supplier‟ section 
of this document (page 10).  
 
When using a new supplier:  
Check they are a registered company (Companies House website has a search 
function). 
Do not pay in advance 
Take up customer references  
Check they have insurance cover if they are carrying out work on site:  

 Public liability insurance – in case the supplier causes any damage to 
property when on site.  

 Employers Liability – minimum level of £5m required by law.  

 Professional indemnity – for high value/risk requirements where you are 
relying on their professional advice.   
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The Specification  

For more some requirements you may need to outline your requirements for the 
supplier in the form of a Specification. A Specification is a written description or 
diagram of a product or service.   
 
A simple specification may just set out the functions required, for example a 
specification for a multi-function device (MFD) could look like this:  
 

MFD Specification  
The following functions are required:  

 Print 

 Copy 

 Scan  

 Fax 

 Black and white and colour printing options  

 Print at least 30 copies a minute.  

 Take A4 and A3 paper sizes.  

 Stapling functionality 

 Ability to print up to 200gsm 

 Minimum of 2 paper trays  

 Suitable for 20 people to use.  

 Must fit into a space 1.5m wide by 1m deep.  

 
More complex specifications should cover the following questions:  
 
“What?  a description of what you want to buy 
“Why?” brief background to the requirement to help the suppliers understand the 
reason behind the procurement (the aim/objective) 
“Where?”  location they will be delivering/carrying out services  
“When ?” required date/frequency 
“Who?” depending on the requirement it may be important to let the supplier know 
who the users of the service/goods will be 
 
It is important to specify at the correct level. Over-specifying will increase costs 
unnecessarily and under-specifying will leave a gap in the quality/functionality of what 
is being purchased.  
 
Buy or Lease  
The decision to purchase or lease equipment will depend on a number of factors.  
 
Before committing to a lease compare the amount the Supplier will charge for leasing 
against purchasing the same equipment to evaluate the best option. 
 
Ensure you understand what will happen to the equipment at the end of the lease. 
Check if there is a charge for returning equipment at the end of the lease. When it is 
returned ensure you are given a receipt for the equipment.  
 
Pricing  
Always check prices before placing an order. Check if there is a minimum order 
quantity or if there are delivery charges. If it is for a service; check how long the price 
is fixed for and how changes in price are dealt with. If installation or training is 
required check the costs for these before proceeding.  
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When purchasing equipment such as printers that will use consumables, check the 
price of the consumable before making a decision as a low cost printer may be the 
more expensive option to run over time.  
 
Cancelling an order  
Ensure you understand the supplier‟s terms for cancelling and any costs in doing so. 
If you cancel an order you should confirm this in writing and retain a copy for your 
records.  
 
Receipt of Goods  
Always check goods when they are received and return damaged or faulty goods 
straight away.  
 
Discounts  
Ask the supplier for a discount. They may have already quoted their best price but 
there is no harm in asking! If the supplier has room for manoeuvre they will be able to 
respond to this request without you having to push.  
 
Industry Standards/Legislation  
When purchasing specific items or services it is good practice to think about the 
relevant legislation, industry standards, risks and impacts. This could be data 
protection or copyright issues, H&S considerations, WEEE legislation for disposal of 
electrical equipment. Is the supplier an authorised re-seller for the manufacturer of 
the equipment?  
 
Disposal of Equipment and Products  
The disposals of many assets are governed by legislation. There are many companies 
providing disposal and recycling services for electrical equipment and furniture. It is 
important to ensure that the company you are using for disposal complies with the 
relevant legislation and provides you with evidence. Ensure that data is wiped from 
mobile phones, computers, copiers etc.  
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Contracts  
 
Contractual Commitment 
Contracts are legally binding and when signed make commitments on behalf of 
UNISON. It is important to keep in mind that a contract does not have to be a written 
document. A contract can be a verbal agreement or an email exchange, so it is 
possible for a conversation to create legal obligations for UNISON! 
 
In law, the very basic elements of a contract are:  
 
 Offer 
 Acceptance 
 Consideration 
 

Before entering into any contract it is important to fully understand what you are 
committing to and also what you want to achieve from the contract.  
 
Terms and Conditions  
Before signing any agreement ensure you understand the impact of the terms and 
conditions that you are signing up to. Obtain written clarification from the supplier on 
any clauses that are not clear.  
 
Particularly note the length of agreement you are initially committing to and whether it 
is a “rolling” contract (one that will automatically re-new if you do not terminate the 
agreement).  
 
The terms and conditions will set out and allocate responsibilities and risks of the 
supplier and customer. They will cover areas such as length of contract, price change 
mechanisms, liabilities of the parties, how the contract can be cancelled, dispute 
resolution, intellectual property rights. If you are not sure of the implication of a 
specific clause ask the supplier to clarify this in writing and retain a copy for future.  
 
Lease Agreements  
Lease agreements for equipment are for a fixed period, usually between one and five 
years. The lease agreement should specify the length of contract. Ensure you have 
budgeted annually for the contract amount and the running costs (consumables etc).  
 
Be aware that you cannot normally leave the lease agreement early unless you pay a 
penalty. This penalty normally equates to what you would have paid over the term of 
the agreement anyway.  
 
 
  



UNISON Contracts & Purchasing  
Procurement Guidance for Branches 2013  

9 

Procurement Ethics 
 
It is essential that those involved in the procurement process maintain a high 
standard of integrity. UNISON expects its supplier to maintain high standards and will 
not tolerate improper business practice. Likewise UNISON should ensure its 
procurement processes are carried out professionally.   
 
Simple guidelines can be followed: 

 
Declaration of interest 
There should be no personal interest between those who have responsibility for 
spending UNISON money and the supplier being used. Any personal interest that 
covers an area of your responsibility/influence should be declared and recorded. 

 
Confidentiality in Procurement  
All supplier documents, prices, specifications and terms of business are strictly 
confidential between UNISON and the supplier.  
 
Supplier information or pricing must not be divulged to competitors. If you wish to get 
one supplier to reduce its pricing based on another lower quote it is acceptable to tell 
the supplier that you have received an alternative lower quote (a rough indication of 
the difference may be given but not actual pricing). Care should be taken not to 
release information to third parties unless prior agreement is obtained. The exception 
will be to documents and information already in the public domain.  
 
Disclosing Budget 
It is important not to disclose how much is in the budget for a project. An exception to 
this would be a standing offer contract where the anticipated volume/spend would be 
provided without any contractual commitment to reach particular volumes/spend 
thresholds.  

 
Hospitality and gifts  
Modest hospitality is an accepted courtesy of a business relationship. However, if 
you are about to make a decision on awarding a contract/ undergoing a competitive 
process you should decline all offers of gifts and hospitality.  
 
It is an offence under the Bribery Act to accept corruptly any gift or consideration as 
an inducement or reward.  
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Approved Suppliers  
 
The Contracts and Purchasing team at UNISON Centre has established various 
national arrangements for goods and services in regular demand, to eliminate 
duplication of activity, take advantage of economies of scale and ensure UNISON is 
following standardised purchasing strategies.  
 
As you would expect from UNISON, ethical, equality, health and safety, 
environmental and sustainable issues are high on the agenda in procurement 
processes and suppliers with good working practices and policies are given 
preference.  
 
UNISON has a standard Supplier Questionnaire which covers the following areas: 
 

 Organisation details: general company information, size and structure of the 
organisation.  

 Organisation performance: company accounts, details of any litigations, 
deductions, damages or contract terminations.  

 Health and Safety: policy and its implementation, risk assessments, H&S 
record, H&S certification.  

 Approach to quality: processes, accreditations and professional bodies.  

 Employment Practices: training, IIP, approach to TUs and staff consultation. 

 References: 3 requested for similar goods/services. 

 Insurance: evidence of cover   

 Subcontracting: who subcontractors are if used.   

 CSR and environmental: policy/action plan, certification, any prosecutions or 
breaches.   

 Equal opportunities: policy and implementation, details of any employment 
tribunals or investigations.  

 
UNISON‟s current list of Approved Suppliers is attached to this document.  
 
All approved suppliers have gone though our vetting procedure covering these areas.  
 
Why Use Approved Suppliers?  
An Approved Supplier has earned the right to this status by going through UNISON‟s 
vetting process.  
 
Although in some instances you may be able to purchase the same or similar item at 
lower initial cost locally there are all sorts of hidden costs in procurement.  
 
If an issue/dispute arises UNISON has much greater influence and ability to resolve 
the dispute quickly and to its satisfaction.  
 
There is a cost to sourcing products and vetting suppliers. By using UNISON Approved 
Suppliers the sourcing, vetting and competitive activities have already been 
completed.  
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Insurance  
 
All Branches should be aware that there is a national insurance scheme in place.  
 
This was negotiated on behalf of Branches to save individual Branches having to 
make their own insurance arrangements. By doing this we have managed to 
negotiate considerable savings while offering the Branches full comprehensive 
insurance cover covering loss and damage to property, Employers Liability for those 
Branches with Branch employed staff, Public Liability insurance, and Travel and 
Personal Accident cover for Branch officials on UNISON business. 
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Contacts  
 
 
Contacts for further advice or support:  
 
Purchasing/Contractual Issues: purchasingservices@unison.co.uk  
 
Property Matters: propertyhelpdesk@unison.co.uk   
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UNISON Contracts & Purchasing
Approved Supplier List April 2013

UNISON APPROVED SUPPLIER LIST

Category Supplier
Office Stationery Office Depot
Envelopes Suttons
Paper Antalis
Travel Stewart Travel
Hotel bookings Trust Reservations
Hire Cars Fourways
Multi Function Devices
(MFDs)

Ricoh
Canon

Mailing Equipment Pitney Bowes
Neopost

Office Furniture J S Seating
Unique
Office Depot

Printer Consumables Office Depot
Office Chairs RH Seating
Small electrical appliances
(such as shredders,
laminators, kettles)

Office Depot

PC & Telephone cleaning Capital Computer Care Ltd
Ergonomic Equipment Barry Bennett Ltd
PAT testing Plowright Hinton Ltd
Datacabling Elegance
Fire Risk Assessments Cardinus
Insurance Willis (broker)
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