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Mastering the
Speed, Scale, and Scope
of Partnering for the
Connected Ecosystems
of The Fourth
Industrial Revolution

By Jan Twombly, CSAP, with Jeff Shuman, CSAP, PhD,
and Lorin Coles, CSAP
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TAKING OFF THE BLINDERS
“We know how to partner.
We’ve been doing it for 20 years.”
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These are deadly words when said about ecosystem partnering—the partnering that brings together (usually) multiple
companies with different capabilities and resources, different business models, and increasingly, various industry
orientations to provide a holistic “solution” for an industry
use case or specific customer scenario. It incorporates numerous partnering models and value
propositions. In some, the “soft value” may be the reason for partnering,
and partners only capture value when
the end customer gets its value, either
through utilization or achieving specific outcomes.
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The forces driving these developments are the same as those that have
been driving business transformation
for the past 20 years. But today, in
what some are terming “The Fourth
Industrial Revolution,” advances in
information and communication
technologies are empowering customers to get what they want, wherever
and however they want it and at the
cheapest possible price. Other technologies are enabling breakthroughs
that are improving human health
and increasing economic productivity. According to Klaus Schwab,
founder and executive chairman, World Economic Forum, what is happening today represents a step change
because:
“The speed of current breakthroughs has no
historical precedent. When compared with previous industrial revolutions, the Fourth is evolving at an exponential rather than a linear pace.
Moreover, it is disrupting almost every industry
in every country. And the breadth and depth
of these changes herald the transformation of
entire systems of production, management and
governance.”
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Why wouldn’t the partnering practices of previous
industrial revolutions also be transformed?
The fundamentals of partnering may still apply—or
not. Certainly, alliance professionals must take heed
of the forces driving the connected ecosystems of
the Fourth Industrial Revolution, examine how their
companies are addressing them, and take a leadership role in ensuring it has the partnering capabilities
needed to succeed. What has been discussed for
many years in largely academic terms about business
ecosystems—without any obvious on-the-ground

implications—is all of a sudden quite real.
One thing is certain: If you do nothing to build
understanding and capability to partner with an ecosystem perspective, your company will be leaving
value on the table at best—and at worst may find itself left behind.

NEW MODELS, NEW RULES
This is happening in every industry. Largely driven by
digitization and the Internet of Things (IoT), new business models based on consumption and “everything as
a service” (XaaS) are necessitating new partnering mod-
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els, language, and practices. It takes experimentation to
get the business aspects of ecosystem partnering right.
Companies must learn quickly, iterate strategies, manage complexity, and try new models for value creation,
delivery, and capture.
At the same time, more data than ever is available for
companies to make decisions about how to serve these
always on just-in-time customers, be they consumers
or businesses. Data and technology are also upending
classic definitions of product and value. Product is now
data-rich service and value is frequently only realized at

more value for all concerned as more available services
create more pull for end users, and thereby increase the
potential for more vendors to provide an increasing array of services. Additionally, with many platform-based
ecosystems, users can become service providers and
vice versa. For example, the Salesforce app developer is
very likely to use the software platform to help manage
its customers.
Every value-capture model you put in place will be an
experiment. Understand the critical underlying assumptions. Collect, analyze, and interpret the data to validate
or invalidate the assumptions,
and then iterate the model.
As more experience is gained,
standard business and partnering models will emerge.
For now, it is a bit of the Wild
West.

COMPLEXITY
MULTIPLIES

the point of consumption, such as hours of incident-free
flight for a jet engine that burns only a pre-designated
amount of fuel. Or perhaps it is when a gene therapy
enables a certain number of years free of disease progression for a patient. No one company has the capability to
provide, integrate, and deliver the complexity embodied
in the turnkey solutions customers seek.
Ecosystem partnering is not the same as linear or
hub-and-spoke partnering. In the ecosystem, value is
self-reinforcing, multiplying as more participants engage with one another. For example, platforms such
as Über, the Philips Digital HealthSuite, or Salesforce
create an ecosystem of suppliers and users, generating

Let’s look at an example of
an IoT solution aimed at improving agricultural yields. As
with all things IoT, in order to
accomplish this, multiple partners are involved, essentially
forming an ecosystem, perhaps around a specific type of
agriculture and perhaps with
geographical variations. To
deliver the solution, sensors
gather information about the nutrients and moisture in
the soil. This is combined with weather forecasts and
general climate data to deliver information to farmers
on their smartphones while they are in the field making
decisions about irrigation, planting, use of fertilizer, and
harvesting.
Not only are there multiple companies, potentially including government agencies, venture capital firms,
startups, not-for-profits, universities, or research institutes that all have to work together to deliver the
solution, there will be multiple cultural challenges,
possibly even some conflicting business models, and
potentially competitors involved.
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Companies are challenged to build appropriate relationships. In the IoT—and in ecosystem partnering in
general—this means sharing data and information. In
some instances it can mean sharing intellectual property to enable others to innovate. This behavior often
runs counter to corporate cultures that have traditionally viewed secrecy, not openness, as a competitive
advantage.
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DIFFERENT CLOCK SPEEDS
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Cultural differences between partners also mean that
they work at different speeds, with different development cycles, operating styles, and strategic priorities.
Nowhere is this more evident than in some of the
healthcare solutions that bring together a pharmaceutical company with a device maker and software

company, each with different clock speeds for product
development and operating in diverse regulatory environments.

COMPETITION AND CONFLICT
ARE THE NORM
It is not uncommon to see conflicting business models among partners. For example, consider some of
the partnerships in the ecosystem developing autonomous vehicles. By partnering with software providers
and next-generation transportation companies, such
as Über and Lyft, automobile manufacturers are
embracing a business model based on access, not ownership—which is completely contrary to their existing
business model.

Alliances today need executives who understand more and different partnering.
For example, recent surveys from a variety of research organizations report that:

53

%

say they will need to be
part of a network to access
new technologies for
their business.

91%

believe partnering with
suppliers is critical to
success.

44%

think that companies
going it alone will
be a thing of
the past.

70%

of executives expect to
partner more to gain
access to innovation.

50%

believe new digital
partnerships will alter their
business model.
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Sources: Accenture, Economist
Intelligence Unit, IBM Institute for
Business Value, PwC
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SHAPE SHIFTING
Here is a challenge for your company: Move from
customer to customer in a single day, and play a different role in each scenario. Or be the lead in solution
development, and remain involved in the go-to-market activities when in the past you might have simply
conducted a transaction as the transition was made and
washed your hands of it. How will you provide incremental value to ensure that your continued involvement
is not just a transaction cost? You must develop the
partnering muscle to agilely shift from role to role within different or within a single customer scenario.
Partnering in the connected ecosystem raises operational questions about how to work together to take the
collective solution to market, delivering the intended
customer experience and business outcomes. If your
company has a traditional channel mindset, it will need
to consider:
n 	How to define the different partners’ roles across the
spectrum of develop, market, sell, deliver, service,
and support
n 	How partner selection and rules of engagement
should be defined to manage competition within the
ecosystem
n 	How to manage governance across executives, operations, and field; across multiple business units and
functions; and with multiple partners

These are challenging areas to align within an ecosystem. It takes a new mindset—and a recognition that
neither the customer nor any of the partners will realize
the value they seek unless challenges are solved for all.

MOVE FAST AND BE AGILE
The Fourth Industrial Revolution is an era characterized
by the exponential speed of breakthroughs when compared with previous industrial development—including
the first age of the Internet. It includes technologies
such as robotics, biotechnology, materials science, and
3-D printing that have accelerated discovery and the development of new solutions to a host of societal needs.
Similarly, the speed with which partnerships must be
put together to deliver solutions has increased exponentially. Organizing an ecosystem-based solution is
analogous to making a movie. The movie producer assembles the talent and resources, all do their specialized
jobs, the movie is created, and then all move to the next
opportunity.
The difference in business is that many of the partners
need to stay together after the solution is delivered to
operate it for the customer.
Conversely, ease of entry and exit from a partnering
agreement is a requirement simply because technology
and business models are changing so fast. To partner at
this fast pace, simpler teaming agreements that are done
without corporate involvement are frequently utilized.
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This provides both the stability and agility the partners
need to ensure their solution is available and relevant
to the customer—before someone else disrupts with a
different solution or the technology changes.
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TAKE THE MEDICINE
Despite the need for speed, it is more important than
ever to have defined roles, accountabilities, governance,
and measurement across the connected ecosystem.
Rules of engagement are needed across many dimensions and intersections to enable speed and also provide
risk controls.
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Companies must become digital in how they run
their partner programs—to use data and analytics throughout the partnering lifecycle and help
partners be more self-sufficient in the operational
aspects of the relationship, such as enablement and
certification. Rethink how technology—including
out-of-the-box technologies such as distributed ledgers—can enable openness and build trust. This will
increase a company’s ability to partner at the scale
and speed required.

INNOVATE AND EXPERIMENT
If you want your company to succeed at building the
partnering ecosystems you need to compete today,
then take a page from design thinking: Start with the
experience of the end customer, and play that back to
solution development. Those that succeed think similarly about the partner experience, making it easy to
engage and drive down transaction costs. They think
about partners from the perspective of the value
they contribute to the customer, ensuring alignment
between customer and partner value capture models. They do not lock onto any specific business or
partnering model; rather they experiment and learn
which models work best in which circumstances and
build frameworks that can scale given a certain set of
conditions.
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Companies throughout the ecosystem, regardless
of their role or roles, must be willing to take some
risks and fund experimentation to determine what is
repeatable and scalable, both in the business and partnering models and in how partnering operations are
carried out.
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ARE YOU READY?
Answer these questions:

n	How will the Fourth Industrial
Revolution impact or how is it
impacting your company’s business
model? Will you be a disrupter or
be disrupted?

n	What are you doing to rethink the
partnering strategy, operations,
and execution required to satisfy
today’s always-on customer?

n	How are you preparing yourself for
this brave new world?

Your company requires a next-generation partnering
capability to succeed at the scale, speed, and extent of
partnering in the ecosystem. Make no mistake about
it—get ready now, or be left in the dust by those who
focus as much on getting the partnering right as they do
on getting the technology right. n
Jan Twombly and Jeff Shuman are the principals of The
Rhythm of Business, Inc.; Lorin Coles is co-founder and
CEO of Alliancesphere, LLC. They have joined forces to
form the SMART Partnering™ Alliance, delivering executive
suite-sponsored, enterprise-wide solutions to build nextgeneration partnering capability for connected ecosystems.

