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AUPN National Framework: Enhancing Procurement Capabilities in Universities

Background

Procurement has become an important strategic function in the activities of large organisations.  This has placed a demand for highly capable procurement professionals.  The Australian Universities Procurement Network (AUPN) has a national agenda to assist in this regard by professionalising and developing the strategic procurement function in Australian universities.

The AUPN Executive Committee, through its Procurement Capabilities Standing Committee, has been working closely with the Australasian Procurement and Construction Council (APCC) which has already established a national procurement capabilities framework for the government sector.  The roles of the “Procurement Professional”, the “Procurement Practitioner” and the “Buyer” are clearly defined in the APCC Capabilities Framework and recognising the differentiation is most important in understanding how to build procurement capabilities in each Australian university to a national standard that, if realised, will see the benefits of procurement being optimised.

A National Framework for Australian Universities

The AUPN aims to deliver high quality professional guidance through a framework that universities are able to draw upon to support their own procurement improvement pathways.  This AUPN National Framework should be read as a supplement to the APCC Building Government Procurement Capabilities document.  The AUPN National Framework for Enhancing Procurement Capabilities in Universities aims to build upon the findings of the APCC document by extending its operation to the university sector whilst taking into consideration some key differences between the university and government sectors.

The university sector is decentralised with each university determining its own needs and business rules for procurement.  The result is that all university procurement functions have a different level of prominence within their organisations and varying degrees of experience and qualifications across team members.  The Australian National Higher Education Procurement Benchmarking Programme (2006-2009) demonstrated significant variation amongst universities nationally in procurement capability and that the sector as a whole could benefit from adopting a more strategic approach to enhancing the procurement function.

This National Framework recommends an approach to building procurement capabilities in universities that is consistent with private sector and government practices.  Enhanced procurement capability relies very much upon senior executive sponsorship of the procurement function within a university.  Professional procurement capabilities can positively impact a university’s bottom line and expertly manage social and environmental responsibility issues in procurement.  The higher the value a university places on procurement, the better the ability to recruit and retain a high calibre of Procurement Professionals and the greater the ability to deliver more strategic outcomes to the university.

The AUPN National Framework encourages universities to recognise that there are significant benefits in giving greater prominence to the procurement function as a whole at a level that is capable of attracting and retaining “Procurement Professionals”.  It also recognises the benefits of training and professional development for all staff that are involved in procurement activities.  Three key strategies are used:

· Lifting the profile of procurement;

· Career pathways to professional procurement; and

· Training and development.

Strategies for Building Capabilities

The AUPN National Framework is based upon the APCC “Building Government Procurement Capabilities”.  It describes the resource requirements for a fully professionalised, skilled and well-trained Procurement Function workforce that include “Buyers”, “Procurement Practitioners” and “Procurement Professionals”.  The number of roles defined under “Procurement Professional” capability and “Procurement Practitioner” capability will vary depending on the size and activity of a university.  Nonetheless both areas are significant resources for strategy, procurement policy development and sound operational management.

Strategy 1 – Lifting the Profile of Procurement
Increasing the professionalism and prominence of the procurement function within Australian universities is encouraged in a number of ways; three major pathways are suggested depending on where a university currently assesses its procurement capability.

Leveraging the Results of an Existing High Prominence Procurement Function
A university with a prominent procurement function is able to build upon its measurable results to improve that prominence amongst its buyers to obtain better compliance.  The goal of establishing a Chief Procurement Officer who reports directly to either a senior executive management position or the University Board and who has the competency to advise on strategic business decisions.  The results of these procurement teams will also directly influence the ability of other university procurement teams as they can use examples to build business cases within their own organisations

Increasing the Skills of Existing Low Prominence Procurement Function

The majority of Australia universities fall into this category as at 2010.
· Universities that already have “Practitioner” procurement teams or an individual “Procurement Practitioner” in place should endorse and encourage professional procurement training pathways through courses and workshops offered through the professional body the Chartered Institute of Purchasing and Supply Australia (CIPSA), the AUPN collaborative university workshops, through tertiary diploma and degree courses in procurement and through their respective State Government procurement training services (see Strategy 3 below).

· Universities in this category should review their overall procurement structure against the National Framework and identify their needs for a “Procurement Professional” appointment against this framework.

Establishing Formal Procurement Functions where None Exist

A University with no formal procurement function should review its business structure to identify:

· where procurement currently sits within that structure;

· the current “Procurement Professional” skills available within the university from a business continuity and effectiveness perspective; and

· adopt as appropriate, the fundamental and basic procurement functionality requirements identified by this framework.

Strategy 2 – Career Pathways to Professional Procurement

Universities embarking on lifting the profile of procurement will be competing with other sectors for procurement professional resources.  The AUPN supports the four pathways documented in the APCC Building Government Procurement Capabilities document to support the development of career development and the professionalism of procurement.  In the university context, these include:

· developing the procurement practitioner;

· recruiting from other sectors;

· developing graduates; and

· recruiting laterally.

Strategy 3 – Training and Development

The AUPN will support the APCC and CIPSA in the development of a coordinated coherent national framework for procurement underpinned by the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) that will tie vocational competency training to the advanced diploma level and to the academic learning programs offered by universities.  This will ensure consistency across the Australian university procurement community and satisfy the needs of procurement people whether “Buyers”, “Procurement Practitioners” or “Procurement Professionals”.
On-Going monitoring

The AUPN will continue to conduct a national benchmarking program on the Procurement Function in Australian universities to measure the success of the framework and to verify business advantages gained by universities in having a well trained and professional procurement workforce.
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