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1. Background and Context
This is the first Commercial Update presented to Union Council following the 2024/25 Democracy review and the removal of the Deputy President (Finance & Services) role. It has been introduced to ensure transparency and to help Council understand how the Union’s commercial operations underpin and enable our student-focused mission. Imperial College Union’s commercial services are unique in their purpose. Unlike traditional commercial operations, our goal is not profit, but purpose to create financial sustainability so that every pound generated can be reinvested into improving the student experience.
Historically, our commercial services relied on funding from its block grant to operate. Through careful restructuring, efficiency, and innovation, ICU’s commercial services are now entirely self-funded, allowing the full block grant to be dedicated to core student priorities. All surpluses are reinvested through the Strategic Investment Fund (SIF), that will fund new initiatives like making all events free events, student employment, and service improvements that benefit Imperial students directly.

2. From Stabilisation to Ambition
Over the past two years, ICU’s commercial operations have undergone a period of transformation and stabilisation. Our focus since 2023 has been on recovering from previous financial instability, modernising systems, rebuilding teams, and creating strong operational foundations. That work has paid off. We are now in the ambitious stage of our journey, where the focus moves from stability to reinvestment.

This next phase will allow students to see and feel the benefits of the Union’s commercial development through:
· Lower prices and better value for money,
· Improved user experiences across venues, events and retail,
· Expanded student employment opportunities,
· Enhanced training and development,
· More free and accessible events,
· New income streams that fund student experience projects for all Imperial students.

This marks a significant milestone in the Union’s journey toward long-term financial sustainability and sector-leading student impact.

3. The Commercial Strategy (2024–2027)
The Commercial Strategy, approved by the Board of Trustees in 2024, sets a clear framework for growth and reinvestment over three years. It focuses on three interconnected pillars:

1. Current Services Development – Enhancing existing outlets (venues, retail, and events) to deliver quality, affordability, and engagement.
2. Student Temp Agency – Creating a student-led employment service offering fair, flexible work on and off campus, paid at or above the London Living Wage.
3. Partnerships & Shared Services Agency (“Imprinted”) – Generating external income through partnerships and shared services across the student sector, with profits reinvested into Imperial’s services.

Together, these initiatives will enable the Union to deliver a £150k annual operating surplus that will go into SIF, contribute £200k annually to the charity through a central service charge, and return £1 million directly to students through paid employment.

4. 2024/25 Review – Progress and Impact
4.1 Strong Growth and Engagement
· Commercial revenues grew 21% since 2023 and 9% year-on-year in 2024/25 whilst reducing prices.
· Student engagement increased 22%, with over 41,000 attendances across events and venues.
· Retail transactions rose 31%, driven by strong growth in Shop Extra (+33%) and e-commerce (+71%) with more affordable items. 
· ICU improved overall financial performance, while simultaneously improving affordability for students.

This marks the second consecutive year of double-digit growth, reflecting strong student trust and engagement in our services.

4.2 Affordability and Pricing Innovation
Ensuring affordability for students remains central to our strategy. In 2024/25, we reduced average prices across venues and retail by up to 12%, while maintaining service quality and growing engagement.

To sustain these lower student prices, we are introducing a three-tiered pricing model that supports our commitment to fairness and inclusivity:

	Customer Type
	Pricing Approach

	Imperial Students
	Lowest pricing tier – up to 25% cheaper, ensuring affordability.

	Imperial Staff
	Standard pricing tier.

	External Guests/Visitors
	Premium pricing tier, supporting reinvestment into student discounts.

	
	
	



This approach allows ICU to drive external trade outside term time (e.g. conferences, private hire, and alumni events) and use that additional revenue to fund student price reductions during term time.

To deliver this, we have launched a new Venues App designed to:
· Verify student status automatically for discounts,
· Offer 25% off all food and drink for Imperial students,
· Capture data to help us improve menus, offers, and event design.

This innovation ensures that students always get the best value, while creating a fair and sustainable model that balances affordability with growth.



4.3 Events and Engagement
Our goal is to make every event accessible, inclusive, and affordable In 2024/25:
· 30% of events were completely free.
· All student-led bookings were free of hire fees(minimum spend to cover staffing costs if bar service was required)
· Engagement increased by 22% year-on-year, with 241 student-led events (a 34% increase).
· The 2025 Summer Ball was the biggest and most successful to date, attracting 3,000 students. 

Our long-term ambition is to make all events hosted in Union venues free and accessible by 2027, ensuring every student can participate in campus life, regardless of financial background.

4.4 Employment and Skills Development
Commercial services continue to provide significant opportunities for student employment and development:
· Student employment increased by 21%,
· £98,000 additional wages paid to students in 2024/25,
· Over £12,000 invested in training and skills development. 

The Student Temp Agency, launching in January 2026, will expand this impact further by:
· Providing 500 paid roles each year at or above the London Living Wage,
· Offering structured training and transferable skills development and putting a targeted £1 million annually back into students’ pocket through employment opportunities. 

This initiative is both student-led and student-beneficial combining fair work with employability support.

4.5 Diversifying Income: “Imprinted” Partnerships
Our Partnerships & Shared Services Agency, branded Imprinted, launched in February 2025 and has already established strong external partnerships with:
· King’s College London SU (exclusive),
· Bournemouth, Bristol, and Edge Hill SUs (non-exclusive).

Imprinted is projected to deliver £31,000 profit in 2025/26, with a target of 27% growth in 2026/27.
By generating external revenue, Imprinted allows ICU to reinvest in Imperial-based services, improving facilities, reducing student prices, and expanding events programming. This model makes Imperial a sector leader in how commercial diversification directly benefits students.

4.6 In-House Catering (Launching January 2026)
Following the early exit of Fusion, ICU will bring catering services in-house from January 2026.

This will:
· Deliver affordable, high-quality menus relevant to students,
· Provide 70 hours per week of student work at the London Living Wage,
· Align with Imperial’s sustainability goals (50% plant-based menu, no beef), and
· Integrate food with our events and venue strategy.

Reintegrating catering under ICU control enhances quality, affordability, and engagement while creating more jobs and reinvestment potential.

5. Financial Sustainability and Reinvestment
ICU’s commercial operations are now fully self-sufficient and designed for reinvestment via the central contribution fees, gift aid of net profits and investment in to the strategic investment fund and the establishment of Imperial Trading Limited, 

ICU’s new trading subsidiary, will:
· Manage all trading activity (Venues, Events, Partnerships, Private Hire).
· Enable tax efficiencies and transparency.
· Ensure that 100% of profits are gift-aided back to the Union, reinvesting directly into student experience.

6. Commercial Objectives

	Objective 
	Impact for Students 

	Engage with 100,000 students annually 
	More opportunities to participate, connect, and belong. 

	Make all events free and accessible 
	Removes financial barriers and fosters inclusion. 

	Ensure affordability and value across all outlets 
	Student-first pricing, including 25% discount via the Venues App. 

	Diversify income streams to mitigate risk 
	Protects current services from market changes. 

	Deliver £150k to SIF and contribute £200k to the charity annually
	Sustains student investment priorities. 

	Increase student employment and put £1m back into student pockets 
	Supports financial wellbeing and career development.




7. Looking Ahead
Over the remainder of 2025/26, we will:
· Launch in-house catering and ensure a smooth transition.
· Roll out the Venues App and three-tier pricing model.
· Expand Imprinted partnerships and deliver new shared service offers.
· Launch the Student Temp Agency and measure its employment impact.
· Continue to lower student prices and increase free events and accessibility.

This work will move us closer to our long-term vision: A self-sustaining, innovative, and student-powered Union that delivers exceptional value and opportunity to every Imperial student.

8. Conclusion
Imperial College Union’s commercial operations have successfully transitioned from stabilisation to ambition. We are no longer dependent on subsidies but are generating our own resources to fund the student experience directly. Every decision we make from pricing structures to partnerships, is designed to make life at Imperial more affordable, engaging, and rewarding. By diversifying income, reinvesting surpluses, and putting students at the centre of everything we do, we are building a commercial model that doesn’t just help sustain ICU it empowers ICU and its members to enhance Imperial student experience. 
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