[Intro Music]

Samantha:
Samantha Lewis here to introduce our latest podcast. Our hosts today are Barry Render, author of the number one operations management title on the market, and Misty Blessly, professor of supply chain at Temple University.
Today, Barry and Misty will be interviewing Donna Schweibens, former Senior Director of Purchasing at Temple University.

Barry:
Thanks, Samantha, for the introduction. Misty, thanks for joining me again. This is your friend Donna that you lined up for us today as our guest on the podcast, and Donna, we're just thrilled to have you join us today. You've had, like, 26 years' experience, as Director of purchasing at a major state university, and we know that procuring for university is somewhat unique when compared to purchasing for businesses with a more narrow product line. Tell us about some of the thousands of categories that a university like Temple purchases that people might be surprised to hear. It's not just, like, paper clips and reams of paper, you even procure cadavers, don't you, Donna?

Donna:
We do. We are a, we have a medical school teaching hospital, so we have to procure the cadavers for the medical school, but we also get them for the dental school, there's things that we have to get for the School of Podiatric Medicine. So, and you have to be very careful.
How you procure those. You have to make sure that, you know, they're through U.S. registries, or that the facility that you're getting them are authorized to provide the cadavers.
So, Temple University purchasing is centralized, so everything goes through purchasing. So, you've got office supplies, you've got medical supplies for the medical schools, dental schools.
You have, there's services that we have to provide, professional services, engineering, mechanical, there's just, you know, soup to nuts, because one of the things that does happen in purchasing at Temple is we're responsible for bidding construction and renovations throughout the university. So you're looking at something from the ground up.

Misty:
So, Donna, how do you manage a staff to actually buy from soup to nuts? How do you all specialize by discipline, and how do you break the department up?

Donna:
So, the way we have it at Temple is that we have a capital project. There is an assistant director of capital projects, and this individual does all of the major construction bids, and you have to be very careful. They have to be very seasoned, because you're looking at multi-million dollar procurement process, and depending on how the funding is provided, there's specific procedures that you have to follow. So, you have an individual that's dedicated to just doing the capital projects.
We also have buyers that are set up that specialize in… I have a scientific buyer, I have an IT buyer.
And then you have, you know, for general commodities, like office supplies, and maybe AV equipment, services, so there's… there's… split out by function, but we also have folks that are cross-trained.
So, if some person is going to be out, somebody's on vacation, somebody's going to be out for a bit, we have coverage. So that, you know, the training is key in making sure that there's no lapse in services for the university.

Barry:
Donna, I've read about purchasing alliances. There's a hospital chain in town that does it, and I've also found out that you recently created a purchasing alliance between Temple and Penn State and University of Pittsburgh. Was that complex to create? Why did you do that?

Donna:
During COVID, our office supplies contract was coming to an end. So, I was looking at our spend, and from the time that we had done the initial agreement, our spend had decreased significantly.
And I knew that because of that I wasn't going to be able, really, to get the best deal for the university.
So I reached out to my contact at Penn State and asked if they would be interested in doing a joint RFP.
In all honesty, I wanted to take advantage of Penn State's volume.
And also, you know, they're state-related, so I was talking to their director, and we also decided, you know, hey, let's contact Pitt, because, you know, again, all three of us are state-related.
And very, very interested. And from there, basically what we did… it was a great working group. We looked at what our common spend was in specific areas, what products do we all buy that are the same, and we looked to do… where we really differ, we looked to do category discounts.
So it took about a year and a half to complete, because, you know, you're working with the three schools.
Three different requests.
Three different contracts.
And… it was very detailed and a lot of work.
But it went really well, and everybody, by the time we were done, leadership was very happy with the end results. So… I took advantage of larger spend by Penn State, because we all know Penn State's very large.
So I could make sure that I got what the university needed.

Barry:
That was a brilliant move for you. You benefited the school, it was a good move for all three colleges, actually. What kinds of problems arise that you can't predict? Do you ever come across issues that are just intractable, or something that just threw you off totally in your job in the last 26 years?

Donna:
So, you always have people that are gonna go off track, you have to make sure that you rein them in.
Something is… here's something that caught everybody off guard, because you would think it would be minor, but we had a situation where we were buying new soap, for the soap dispensers. And our housekeeping department had gone out and said, hey, we were talking to this particular organization, and they're willing to give us this… soap at this cost.
Which was, at the time, under our bid threshold. So I said, okay, I need to see the quote, and I need to make sure everything's in alignment. So we looked at it, and it was just the soap.
What we didn't realize, and what no one had communicated to us, was they needed to change out all the soap dispensers throughout the university.
And the company had said, hey, since you're going to be purchasing our soap, we'll change out the soap dispensers at no cost. We'll even give you the equipment.
The problem with that is… that was in direct conflict with our union.
So we couldn't have non-union folks coming in removing the old, putting in the new dispensers.
And unfortunately for purchasing, no one had ever told us, nor was it ever communicated, even from the vendor, that they were going to be doing this when we placed the order.
So, things did get a little complicated. We had to smooth things over with the union. We pulled in housekeeping to make sure that they understood the implications of this, what they thought was just a simple transaction.

Misty:
Sounds to me like you have to be on top of everything, Donna. Things that you might not even want to think about.
So, alright, so, just going back to my own experience, and you and I have talked about this before, how it's really common for people to come to purchasing and say, I want this right now. Here you go, here's a requisition. And, you know, we both know that that's not always possible, and I think this is a great opportunity for you to be able to tell our listeners why that's not possible.

Donna:
People take purchasing for granted. They literally just think that, oh, it's easy, you're just gonna buy it.
Put out the purchase order, we get it, and we pay the bill.
But that's not the case. There's a lot of factors that you have to look at when procuring items.
Is it the best deal for the university? Are you sure that this item that you're asking for is what you really want?
And, is there a contract associated with it? Is there any kind of installment that has to go… that's part of it?
There's a lot of factors that you have to review before you can even procure the item, and especially items that are larger ticket items.
That if they exceed the bid threshold, we are obligated to bid.
That's part of the procurement rules.
Also, too, what's the warranty like?
Is there any contractual agreement that has to be signed? That has to go through council. You cannot, nor can I, sign on the university's behalf. We're not authorized to do that.
So there's a lot of factors that go into looking, or to placing a purchase. Sometimes, too, there's long lead times.
So, you may have a sales rep that's saying, oh, I can get it through… I can get it to you next week, and once you place that order, all of a sudden, oh, you know, I can't get it, that item's no longer available, it's now a 12-week lead time.

Misty:
I'm gonna double down on that. Sounds like you have to think about everything.

Donna:
You do, and it's fine. It becomes part of the routine. Once you've been doing it for quite a while, you kind of look for flags as well.
Is this somebody that we've worked with before? A lot of times, when it's a new vendor, we pause, we put them through all of the review process to make sure that there's no debarment issues, because, of course, if they are debarred, we cannot do business with them.

Barry:
You've got a great job. I look at your position, and I realize how, as Misty said, how difficult your job is, and you've been doing it so well for so long. What's your favorite part? What did you enjoy the most in all these years as Director of Purchasing, the Senior Director?

Donna:
I love the people that I work with. I love the folks in the department. You know, we've had a lot of great times. It's very fast-paced, it's constantly changing, it's never dull. Every time you turn around, there's some new, you know, you could have a new… administration come in, and then all these procurement rules change, that you have to update all your standard operating procedures, processes, policies, so forth.
But I… and the fact that you're dealing with so many different… departments, colleges within the university. I've worked with some amazing people over the years.
And very fortunate, and very fortunate to have the staff that I worked with. They were… they're great people.


Barry:
That's great. You've given us such great insights into that whole field of work that many of us at the university don't even think about. Misty, we're so thrilled that you were able to set up Donna to join us today, and Donna, thanks so much for joining us. Just been wonderful talking to you today.

Donna:
Thank you for having me, I appreciate it.

Misty:
You're welcome, Barry, and thank you, Donna.

[Outro Music]
