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16 January 2026

Back-to-School: Why Shopping Choice Matters for Parents?

As the back-to-school season approaches, parents and guardians across Fiji are busy preparing
their children for the new academic year. From purchasing stationery and shoes to arranging
uniforms, the cost of sending a child to school can place significant pressure on household
budgets, particularly at a time when the cost of living continues to rise. One issue that
repeatedly arises during this period relates to the purchase of school uniforms, especially when
parents are compelled to obtain them solely from one specific supplier. This practice,
commonly referred to as exclusive dealing, raises important concerns about consumer choice,
fairness, and affordability.

School uniforms are an essential requirement for students and are not a discretionary purchase.
Parents have little option but to comply with uniform standards set by schools. However, when
families are restricted to purchasing uniforms from a single supplier, it limits their ability to
compare prices, seek better quality, or find more affordable alternatives.

This feature article aims to raise awareness among parents and guardians about exclusive
dealing practices, why such practices are concerning from a consumer rights perspective, and
what families should know as they shop for back-to-school.

Understanding Exclusive Dealing in Simple Terms

Exclusive dealing occurs when a supplier, business, or institution requires consumers to
purchase goods or services from only one particular seller, thereby preventing them from
choosing alternative suppliers. In the context of school uniforms, this happens when a school
directs parents to buy uniforms from one designated shop and discourages or disallows
purchases from other retailers, even if those retailers offer the same uniform style, colour, and
specifications.

While schools may argue that exclusive arrangements help maintain uniformity or quality, such
practices can unintentionally, or intentionally, limit competition and choice. When competition
is restricted, prices may increase, quality may stagnate, and consumers are left with fewer
choices. For parents already managing multiple expenses at the start of the school year, being
locked into a single supplier can create unnecessary financial strain.
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Why Uniform Choice Matters for Families?

For many households, especially those with more than one child attending school, the uniform
costs multiply. Parents often look for ways to stretch their budgets, such as comparing prices
between shops, reusing uniforms, purchasing from local tailors, or buying from second-hand
sources. Exclusive dealing arrangements can undermine these efforts.

When only one retailer is authorised to sell a particular school’s uniform, parents may face
higher prices due to the lack of competition. There may also be limited options in terms of
fabric quality, sizing, or stock availability. This can be especially challenging for families in
rural areas or outer islands who may need to travel long distances or pay additional
transportation costs just to access the approved supplier.

Competition, Fairness, and Consumer Rights

Healthy competition in the marketplace benefits consumers. When multiple retailers are
allowed to supply school uniforms that meet the required specifications, businesses are
encouraged to offer competitive pricing, better quality, and improved customer service.
Exclusive dealing arrangements can weaken this competitive environment and may raise
concerns under competition and consumer protection principles.

Parents and guardians should be aware that, as consumers, they have the right to fair treatment
and the freedom to make informed choices. Schools play an important role in setting uniform
standards, but these standards should focus on design, colour, and appropriateness, not on
mandating a single supplier unless there is a clear and justifiable reason.

The Role of Schools and Ethical Responsibility

Schools are entrusted not only with educating children but also with fostering values such as
fairness, inclusion, and responsibility. While maintaining a consistent school identity through
uniforms is important, this objective should be balanced against the financial realities faced by
families.

Schools are encouraged to consider whether exclusive uniform arrangements truly serve the
best interests of students and parents. Allowing multiple suppliers to produce uniforms that
meet the same specifications can achieve uniformity while still supporting consumer choice
and affordability. Involving parents and parent-teacher associations in discussions around
uniform policies can also help ensure that decisions are informed by community needs.
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Practical Tips for Parents and Guardians

As parents and guardians shop for back-to-school uniforms, it is important to stay informed
and proactive:

Ask questions: If you are told that school uniforms must be purchased from only one
shop, ask why such restrictions exist in the first place, as exclusive dealing is against
the law.

Compare prices and quality: Where possible, explore different retailers or local tailors
who can produce uniforms that comply with school guidelines.

Keep receipts and records: Documentation is important in case concerns need to be
raised later.

Raise concerns early: If you believe a uniform policy is unfair or restrictive, raise the
issue with the school administration or relevant consumer protection bodies.

Engage in open dialogue: Engage with other parents and school committees to advocate
for policies that consider affordability and fairness.

Back-to-school should be a time of excitement and preparation, not financial anxiety. Ensuring
that parents have the freedom to choose where they purchase school uniforms, within
reasonable and clearly defined standards, can go a long way in easing the burden on families.
Fair competition, transparency, and consumer choice are essential components of a healthy
marketplace and should be upheld in all areas, including education-related purchases.

As parents and guardians prepare for the new school year, staying informed about consumer
rights and engaging constructively with schools can help foster a more equitable back-to-school
experience. By working together, schools, parents, retailers, and consumer advocates, it is
possible to promote practices that support both educational standards and the financial well-
being of families across Fiji.
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