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Why does the word “partnership” mean so many things to different people?  In many 

industries, some customers are referred to as “partners”.  Multinational suppliers often refer to 
partnerships to describe either supply chain or strategic business relationships with their global 
customers.  How do the best companies develop world-class partnerships? 

Webster’s dictionary describes partnership as a relationship involving close cooperation 
between parties having specified and joint rights and responsibilities.  World-class partnerships, 
however, usually require more specificity to accommodate different business and geopolitical 
interests.    

In Asia, for instance, partnership can mean close ties and common financial interests resulting 
in decreased productivity and market competition.  In Latin America, partnerships can mean friendly 
unwritten agreements and directed business relationships based on family ties.  In North America and 
Europe, partnerships tend to be more arms-length, often resulting in complex business arrangements 
intended to create competitive advantage. 

I have had the opportunity to lead teams that have created hundreds of global agreements with 
companies such as Lucent, AT&T, Cisco, Motorola, British Telecom, Fujitsu, NEC, and Ericsson.  It has 
been my experience that complex business relationships require a common understanding and 
expectation of respective business goals and objectives.   

The science, or technical construct of partnerships, dictates contextual understanding.  
Partnerships must be put in context of other types of business relationships to make sense and add 
value for stakeholders.  Mutual trust, cooperation, understanding and collaboration are essential 
ingredients for successful partnerships. 

Since around 1970, the Information Age has created an environment of complex opportunities 
and challenges for most organizations.  The proliferation of cross-platform computing, digital networks 
and high-speed communications has enabled abundant publication, consumption, and manipulation of 
information.  In this environment, organizations must focus on value-creation and build enduring 
relationships with their customers.   

I have found there are five types of business relationships that can provide context for a 
partnership.  These include supplier, co-marketing, strategic alliance, joint venture, and acquisition 
business relationships. 

A supplier relationship is typically a buy-sell relationship with minimum customer commitment.  
A co-marketing relationship is when two companies, reference sell each other’s products or services.  A 
strategic alliance is an alignment between organizations requiring cooperation and resource sharing to 
achieve mutual strategic goals.  A joint venture is a shared legal entity requiring mutual governance 
and investment of assets by each organization.  And finally, an acquisition is the process of acquiring 
another company to build upon the strengths or weaknesses of the acquiring company.   

In summary, world-class partnerships require thoughtful consideration.  Whether your 
organization is a small, medium, or large multinational company, partnerships must be constructed 
with intent. 
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