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Preface 

Tipping Point. A concept that describes the point at which an issue, idea, practice, 
or technology reaches critical mass of acceptance and gains momentum toward 
widespread adoption. Partnering as a core component of corporate strategy has 
achieved this point and has rounded the corner, with significant momentum to 
embed it as truly an equal and in some instances a preferred strategic choice.

With this strategic posture comes the need for an evolution in alliance  
management from a function, often comprised of a collection of individual  
contributors handling certain of a company’s external partnerships and business 
collaborations to a core component of an organizational partnering capability. 

This paper describes the destination and what the path from function to capability  
looks like. It offers insights gleaned from our work with several companies  
currently on the journey. Use it to chart your own path.

In collaboration and partnership,

Jan and Jeff
Jan Twombly, CSAP
Jeff Shuman, CSAP, PhD
Revere, MA
October 2023
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The Strategic Landscape 
and the Imperative to Act

It’s no secret. Partnering is central to most companies’ strategies today. In 
fact, in many companies it isn’t much of a stretch to say that partnering is 
the corporate strategy, given the increased importance and resources committed  
to partnerships. In many biopharma companies, partnering is responsible  
for somewhere between 40% and 60% of both revenue and product  
pipeline. In many companies, all preclinical assets and discovery programs come  
from partners. 

THE RAPIDLY EVOLVING HEALTHCARE ECOSYSTEM
From the perspective of traditional biopharmaceutical companies, we see that 
the healthcare ecosystem in which they operate is rapidly evolving — and 
driving the transformation of biopharma from lab to patient. (See Figure 1 – 
Healthcare Ecosystem). As a result, there is a robust ecosystem of many partner 
types and partnership structures used to achieve a company’s strategic and 
financial objectives.

For example: 

n	� Companies offering new technologies such as platform therapies and 
antibody production; artificial intelligence (AI); digital health broadly, 
and prescription digital therapeutics (PDTs) specifically are potential 
partners with unfamiliar business models. 

n	� Shifting economics, especially related to payer and reimbursement 
requirements highlight the importance of data partnerships, raising 
questions about the implications and unintended consequences of  
the use of intellectual property and personal information. 

n	� Patients expect experiences with healthcare that are increasingly  
personal and convenient, mirroring the experiences they have  
with other service providers. Extended wait times for care are  
compelling new ways of interacting between patients and their  
healthcare providers.

n	� Advocacy associations play a larger role in funding early research and 
locating patients willing to participate in clinical trials, especially for 
rare diseases.    

Healthcare  
is rapidly  

evolving to 
a robust  

ecosystem of 
many partner 

types and  
partnership  

structures used 
to achieve a  

company’s  
strategic and 

financial  
objectives.
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This context is likely permanent and will continue to evolve. There are also 
temporary factors influencing partnering, such as the investment environment 
impacting both biotechs seeking investment and larger pharma companies 
looking to deploy their huge cash stockpiles for transformational acquisitions, 
such as the Amgen acquisition of Horizon Therapeutics and Pfizer’s acquisition 
of Seagen. Both of these deals hit regulatory hurdles, at least temporarily putting 
each company’s partner portfolios into a state of suspended animation.1  They 
all carry on day-to-day, not knowing if their partnership will be the victim of 
portfolio rationalization as a result of the acquisition.

Development costs and risk are increasing. As one executive said after her 
company’s promising drug failed to reach its primary and secondary end-
points in a pivotal trial, despite very promising earlier data, “All the easy 
indications and targets are taken.” Producing innovative therapies is much 
harder today than it used to be. And some of those new innovative therapeutic 
technologies such as gene therapy and PDTs have their own growing pains 
and challenging business models.

THE IMPERATIVE TO ACT
This strategic landscape makes it essential that a company has the “power to 
partner everywhere,”2   as we have previously described it. 

Figure 1 – Healthcare Ecosystem 

This strategic 
landscape makes 
it essential that  
a company has 
the ”power  
to partner  
everywhere.”

1On September 5, 2023,  
the Federal Trade Commission 
cleared the acquisition of  
Horizon Therapeutics by 
Amgen.

2See our whitepaper, The  
Power to Partner Everywhere,  
https://rhythmofbusiness.
com/wp-content/up-
loads/2023/03/The-Power-
to-Partner-Everywhere.pdf.  

https://rhythmofbusiness.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/The-Power-to-Partner-Everywhere.pdf.
https://rhythmofbusiness.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/The-Power-to-Partner-Everywhere.pdf.
https://rhythmofbusiness.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/The-Power-to-Partner-Everywhere.pdf.
https://rhythmofbusiness.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/The-Power-to-Partner-Everywhere.pdf.
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We have 
reached the 

tipping point 
where it is 

essential to 
evolve from 
an alliance 

management 
function 

responsible 
for certain 

key strategic 
alliances to an 
organizational  

capability to 
partner well.

However, the alliance management professionals in most biopharma companies 
don’t have a broad enough scope of responsibility — or sufficient resources — 
to include many of these new partnerships within their scope.  

This must change. We have reached the tipping point (See Figure 2 – Tipping 
Point), or perhaps have passed it, where it is essential to evolve from an alliance 
management function responsible for certain key strategic alliances to an  
organizational capability to partner well. This capability must be integrated 
with corporate and therapeutic area strategies, aligned with geographic priorities, 
and a core pillar of the company’s leadership system.

The rest of this paper describes the alliance management component of this 
capability and how to build it within a typical biopharma environment. It 
does not address the upfront business development activity that is responsible  
for finding and negotiating with research, development, and commercial 
partners, nor does it address the strategic sourcing that occurs with key  
service partners. 

The time is now. The alliance management profession cannot wait to take  
this step.    

Figure 2 – Tipping Point



Tipping Point: Evolving an alliance management function into an organizational partnering capability

8

The partnering ecosystem engages with a company throughout its business,  
interacting with nearly every function in every stage of its interactions with 
customers and in product ideation, creation, and monetization. A partnering 
capability refers to an organization’s capacity to effectively form, manage, and 
leverage strategic alliances for mutual success. It encompasses the knowledge, 
skills, processes, and resources required to create and sustain successful collabo-
rations with external partners. The capability gives people the ability to navigate 
the complexities of alliance formation, establish productive relationships, and 
achieve mutually beneficial outcomes.

It is a capability akin to human resources/talent development and finance in its 
scope and impact. To use a common phraseology, it encompasses people, 
process, and technology. We prefer to use the construct of mindset, skillset, 
toolset, as that more easily encompasses all aspects of leadership and culture 
which are core to building an organizational capability to partner well. (See  
Figure 3 – Partnering Capability).

A partnering  
capability  
refers to an  
organization’s 
capacity to  
effectively form, 
manage, and 
leverage  
strategic  
alliances for  
mutual success.

Figure 3 – Partnering Capability

A Capability with Broad 
Scope and Impact

Partnering
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        The systems, processes, 
     routines, and measures 
  that enable intended 
 outcomes and 
manage business, 
legal and 
human risks

   Belief that partnering 
         well must be a core 
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                  capability         

The abilities and competencies required 
to successfully create,deliver, and capture 

value in a collaborative relationship

 Toolset    MindseT
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REDUCING FRICTION AND FINDING 
THE PARTNERING RHYTHM 
The goal of a partnering capability is that throughout the organization, partnered 
projects are not met with unnecessary friction and hurdles; that the activities 
and rhythms of an alliance—which must operate within the constraints of two or 
more partners’ strategies, structures, cultures, and processes—are incorporated 
into and aligned with a company’s solo activities and rhythms with ease and 
agility. Accordingly, alliance professionals cannot do this alone. However, they 
can and should play a leading role. 

Building the ability to partner successfully must be: 

n	� Championed and owned by the executive suite. Senior management 
drives it through a coordinated capability-building program with ac-
countable leaders for key initiatives and multiple projects in all  
areas of the business.

n	 �Acknowledged that managing external relationships is part of  
every senior level job. And staff at all levels need skills to engage  
with partners and to collaborate effectively internally.

n	� Integrated into the organization’s leadership system. An  
organizational capability to partner means that throughout your  
business, wherever it engages with external partners, the mindset, 
skillset, and toolset to partner well are infused in the culture,  
ingrained in behavior, and integrated into how work gets done. 

This is not a niche project that gets shunted aside for “more pressing matters.”  
It is a “baked-in” approach that looks at what it takes to produce measurable  
success from every corner of the organization. 

To partner well a company needs, at a minimum: 

n	� A specific partnering strategy that is aligned with how the organization 
implements its strategy at corporate and business unit/therapeutic area 
levels. It should also align with geographic priorities, if appropriate.  
This partnering strategy may take an ecosystem approach, looking 
at the universe of potential partners and building a relevant network 
around strategic pillars or a platform. Or, as is usually the case in  
biopharmaceutical partnering, the strategy can take a portfolio  
approach, purposefully adding partners to enhance the overall  
value of a specific portfolio. 

The goal of  
a partnering 

capability is that 
throughout the 

organization, 
partnered  

projects are  
not met with  
unnecessary  
friction and  

hurdles; that  
the activities  

and rhythms of 
an alliance are 

incorporated into 
and aligned with 
a company’s solo 

activities and 
rhythms with 

ease and agility.
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n	� Partnering activities that are incorporated into workflows and  
processes, including planning, measurement, and resource allocation.

n	� Executive engagement and an appreciation of the financial  
contribution of partnering activities. 

n	� Visibility into the partnering process, incorporating appropriate  
functions at key points to ensure operational alignment. 

n	� Sufficient alliance infrastructure and a consistent process for forming, 
implementing, managing, and sunsetting (terminating) alliances and 
other strategic collaborations, both individually and as a portfolio.  
An alliance infrastructure consists of the systems, resources, and  
individuals required to realize intended value of both individual  
alliances and the portfolio overall. 

n	� Dedicated, trained alliance management professionals who are  
responsible for realizing the intended strategic and financial value  
of each partnership. 

n	� A partnering leadership team inclusive of alliance professionals  
that champions and drives the development and maintenance of  
the partnering capability.

The impact of a partnering capability is the effective operation of alliances 
and other business collaborations. Time is viewed as a precious resource thus  
decisions get made, communication flows, work is effectively shared, and  
resources are provided and used to achieve objectives as expeditiously as possible.

In addition, points of conflict are anticipated, analyzed, negotiated, and resolved. 
Silos and regions are joined. Stakeholders are aligned around what’s right for the 
partnership, understand how that benefits the company, their specific business 
unit or therapeutic area and themselves, and are willing to get behind it. When 
partners are managed effectively, the risk that alliance complexity poses is mini-
mized. All the forms of value that partnering is intended to produce are available 
to be turned into the desired joint strategic and financial outcomes.  

PARTNERING INTERNALLY IS ALSO ESSENTIAL
Just as important as being able to partner externally is the ability to partner  
internally. For example, drug discovery and development require many different 
disciplines to collaborate effectively to produce an asset that can be successful in 

This is not a niche 
project that gets 
shunted aside  
for “more  
pressing  
matters.” It is 
a “baked-in” 
approach that 
looks at what it 
takes to produce 
measurable  
success from 
every corner of 
the organization. 
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Just as  
important as  

being able  
to partner  

externally is  
the ability  
to partner  
internally.

the clinic and in the market. This collaboration must be able to do all the same 
things with an internally developed or in-licensed asset as an external collaboration 
does with a jointly developed asset. The internal program doesn’t have the added 
complexity of bridging company boundaries, but it certainly will be working with 
many of the players who make up the biopharma ecosystem today. To realize the 
benefit of their expertise, the more strategic of these ecosystem participants must be 
collaborated with as partners, not managed as vendors.
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Taking Action
We hear you. You are swimming upstream just to handle the day-to-day of your 
alliances. How are alliance leaders to take on driving organizational change? 
The same way you get everything done — by convening the right stakeholders 
and using your superpower of positive influence to help stakeholders see why it 
is in their best interest to build an organizational partnering capability.3  

THE ALLIANCE LEADER’S ROLE
The actual leader of the capability-building initiative may be organization,  
corporate, or talent development teams, not alliance management. Your role 
in that case is to be the subject matter expert, in partnership with your business  
development colleagues when it comes to the search, evaluation, and deal  
making components of the partnering lifecycle. In life sciences, the alliance 
management role kicks in when it looks likely a deal will be completed, usually 
about when a term sheet is agreed and continues through the life of the part-
nership, including winddown and termination.

As the subject matter expert, you’ll guide the development of strategies to 
address the management needs of different types of business collaborations 
and alliances. Your expertise informs the skills and competencies needed by 
different parts of the company and the minimum requirements to effectively 
manage the various types of partnerships. Your experiences in making partner-
ing work within the company’s leadership system and work processes will help 
evolve the organization to partner well. 

Make no mistake about it. This is a change initiative that will have steps forward 
and steps back. It will take at least 18 months to get to a new platform. It is a 
journey that has clear stops on the way, but is always ongoing. It is no different  
than the journey your company is on to enhance its capability to engage and 
develop employees or evolve its culture to be more inclusive, cognizant that 
there are many facets and progress is not linear. Indeed, there are multiple 
overlaps with talent and culture development.

ENROLL A LEADERSHIP TEAM
What’s your company’s tipping point? Perhaps executive leadership recognizes  
this as an organizational need, likely because it isn’t happy with the quality  
of alliance management. They see routine differences frequently escalated,  
contractual obligations with financial impact are missed, or a lack of  

How are  
alliance leaders  
to take on  
driving  
organizational  
change? The  
same way you  
get everything 
done – by  
convening the  
right stakeholders 
and using your 
superpower of 
positive influence 
to help  
stakeholders see 
why it is in their 
best interest to 
build an  
organizational 
partnering  
capability.

3See our article in Strategic 
Alliance Quarterly “Positive 
Influence: The Alliance 
Professionals’ Superpower,” 
https://rhythmofbusiness.
com/wp-content/up-
loads/2023/03/Positive_In-
fluence_The_Alliance_Profes-
sionals_Superpower.pdf

https://rhythmofbusiness.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Positive_Influence_The_Alliance_Professional
https://rhythmofbusiness.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Positive_Influence_The_Alliance_Professional
https://rhythmofbusiness.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Positive_Influence_The_Alliance_Professional
https://rhythmofbusiness.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Positive_Influence_The_Alliance_Professional
https://rhythmofbusiness.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Positive_Influence_The_Alliance_Professional
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What’s your 
company’s  

tipping point? 

documentation results in ambiguity that causes delays and misalignment. Or 
you are being asked to be “more strategic.” Maybe a forward-thinking leader sees 
the need to ensure the company is optimizing management of its asset-based 
collaborations. Another leader may recognize that partnerships for artificial  
intelligence platforms and outsourced strategic capabilities are not being  
managed by people who can act on the intricacies of the collaboration  
agreements and leverage the provider’s expertise and optimize value. Possibly 
alliance management leadership sees the need and the opportunity.

To get started on this journey, it is critical to have a core leadership team. Most 
likely this is comprised of the most senior alliance managers, either representing 
different alliance management teams currently in your organization or from 
a centralized group. If you have an alliance operations function, it should be  
included in the leadership team. So too should the leadership of any quasi-alliance 
management group, such as one overseeing external manufacturing. Depending 
on the scope of the project, you may add members over time.

MAKE THE VALUE OF PARTNERING VISIBLE
Next, you need to ensure you have the executive support of those who carry 
the finances of alliances in their budgets. If you find you have to help senior  
executives appreciate why this is a necessary endeavor, start by accumulating 
the value of what is being managed. Consider the scope of your portfolio. 
Think about the current portfolio and expected future partnering efforts in  
financial and strategic terms by gathering data to address as many of the following  
questions as you can:

n	� What is the sum total of the cash investment in partnerships – in upfront 
license fees, research funding and performance milestones paid to date? 

n	� What are your likely future incoming milestone receipts? What are  
the potential future obligations for performance milestones? 

n	 What percentage of personnel time is spent on alliance activities? 

n	� How important is partnering to the strategy and goals shared with 
industry analysts and investors? For example, are partnered assets core 
to a strategic pillar or expected to be a growth driver investors  
are counting on? 

n	� How does team members’ experiences in partnering translate to their 
willingness to stay with the company — or encourage them to move on? 
Monitor the turnover rate on your alliances, especially in key positions.
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Ensure you  
have the  
executive  
support of  
those who  
carry the  
finances  
of alliances in  
their budgets.  
Start by  
accumulating  
the value of 
what is being 
managed.

n	 �Do you get access to the best assets? Are you on the short list of deep 
pocketed investors and the hottest startups because it is known the 
quality of your partnering is as good as the quality of your develop-
ment and commercial capabilities?

No doubt the answers add up to a significant percentage of available capital 
and annual operating revenue and/or expense. Additionally, numerous studies 
demonstrate that companies that are better collaborators are more successful. 
Indeed, our own assessments of complex codevelopment and commercialization 
alliances bear this out.

With your leadership team in place and executive support, you are ready to  
get started.
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The first step is 
to get your arms 
around the scope 

of the external 
collaborations 

that require  
alliance  

management.

We’ve outlined a five-part program for evaluating, designing, and building 
the alliance management component of the overall partnering capability your 
company needs (See Figure 4 – A Five-Part Program). The five parts do not 
need to be carried out sequentially. Look for quick wins from closing obvious 
gaps, enhancing reporting and communications, and making professional de-
velopment opportunities available. The following outlines the major elements 
of such a program. 

A Five-Part Program  
to Evolve from Function  
to Organizational Capability

ESTABLISH A BASELINE

The Portfolio

The first step is to get your arms around the scope of the external collaborations 
that require alliance management:
 
n	� Start with what is already under management by alliance professionals. 

Add to that those collaborations handled by scientists, project or  
program managers, local country commercial managers, business 
developers and other “accidental alliance managers.” 

Figure 4 – A Five-Part Program

Part
One

Part
TWO

Part
THREE

Part
FOUR

Part
FIVE

Establish a baseline
Implement

the program

Close obvious gaps Design the capability

Build baseline
management strategies

PART ONE:
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Map out  
the staffing  
identified as  
you assembled 
the scope of 
collaborations 
under  
management  
by either  
professional  
or accidental  
alliance  
managers. 

n	� Conduct interviews with department heads to understand the  
nature of other strategic collaborations, such as digital health,  
research platforms, academic relationships, patient advocacy  
organizations, and strategic service providers that may need  
some degree of alliance management to achieve their objectives.  
Be certain to include types of partnerships that are anticipated in  
the near term in addition to those that already exist.

n	� Develop a classification framework based on potential value and  
management complexity to segment or tier the collaborations into  
at least three categories that can broadly be described as high value/ 
complex (Tier I), typical (Tier II), and simple (Tier III). Consider at  
a minimum: 1) criticality to the business, 2) the depth and breadth  
of engagement across the organization, as well as the amount of 
shared work and decision making, and 3) partner interconnectivity — 
the collaborations with other companies that have to be successful  
in order for this collaboration to be successful. See Figure 5 –  
Classification Framework.

The People

Establishing the baseline also includes understanding the alliance management 
talent available to the organization:

n	� Map out the staffing identified as you assembled the scope of  
collaborations under management by either professional or accidental 
alliance managers. Understand the other experiences they bring to the  

Figure 5 – Classification Framework
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table. Common jobs people have before alliance management include 
scientist, program/project management, business development,  
and marketing. 

n	� Look for partner-facing roles that may or may not have alliance or 
partner management in their titles, such as those working with  
contract manufacturers or local commercialization partners. 

n	� You may wish to conduct a stakeholder survey to understand how the 
role is viewed, their perspective on the impact of alliance management 
actions, and what they rely on alliance managers to do.

The Practice

Finally, evaluate how effectively alliance management is practiced. Use our  
alliance management foundation model for a comprehensive view.4

n	� Look for clarity about the deliverables and accountabilities of alliance 
managers. Are there certain things that are always required, such as a 
formal startup process? Are there internal processes that alliance  
managers should be consistently following?

n	� Are key tools of alliance management, such as stakeholder mapping, 
pre-governance preparation meetings, and decision planning and logs 
used consistently?

n	 Are risks proactively tracked, managed, and reported?

n	� Examine the information infrastructure. Do collaborations have shared 
digital workspaces and repositories? Are there consistent guidelines for 
their use so that people can find files when they need them? Is there a 
contract management system? Is there a digital platform for alliance 
management workflow?

n	� Assess the sufficiency of reporting and communications. Is there  
visibility to alliance goals, priorities, and progress at executive levels?

The foregoing offers illustrative guidance on how to shape a baseline. It is not 
intended to be comprehensive. That needs to be done within the context of each 
individual organization.

4See our whitepaper  
Biopharmaceutical Alliance 

Management: Practices,  
Structure, and Value https://

rhythmofbusiness.com//
wp-content/uploads/2023/ 

03/Biopharmaceutical_ 
Alliance_Management.pdf.

Evaluate how  
effectively  

alliance  
management  

is practiced. 

https://rhythmofbusiness.com//wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Biopharmaceutical_Alliance_Management.pdf
https://rhythmofbusiness.com//wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Biopharmaceutical_Alliance_Management.pdf
https://rhythmofbusiness.com//wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Biopharmaceutical_Alliance_Management.pdf
https://rhythmofbusiness.com//wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Biopharmaceutical_Alliance_Management.pdf
https://rhythmofbusiness.com//wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Biopharmaceutical_Alliance_Management.pdf
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TIME

VA
LU

E

Horizon 1

Horizon 2

Horizon 3

It is essential  
to show both  
the alliance  
managers and 
stakeholders 
that there is  
positive change 
as soon as  
possible. Think 
about change  
in three time  
and investment 
horizons. 

CLOSE OBVIOUS GAPS
Every change initiative needs some “quick wins” by tackling the “low hanging 
fruit.” Metaphors aside, it is essential to show both the alliance managers and 
stakeholders that there is positive change as soon as possible. Think about 
change in three time and investment horizons (See Figure 6 – Three Horizons):

Figure 6 – Three Horizons

n	� Horizon 1: Immediate improvements that require minimal  
investment of resources, time, and don’t require management  
approval. For example, ensure everyone has access to the alliance  
portals, consistent usage guidelines are established across alliances, 
and stakeholders are educated on them.

n	 �Horizon 2: Improvements that will take buy-in from stakeholders  
and perhaps some investment. For example, shifting responsibility  
for certain alliances from accidental alliance managers to alliance 
management professionals takes time and careful planning, although 
it will be valuable in the longer-term.

n	� Horizon 3: Improvements that require executive approval and  
investment and thus must conform to the company’s budgeting cycle. 
For example, investing in standing up an alliance operations function, 
including upgrading the information infrastructure to a digital  
workflow platform will continuously pay dividends – and takes  
time and money to accomplish.

PART TWO:
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Typical gaps that bring quick wins by closing them relate to inconsistent practices 
across alliances that cause confusing experiences for stakeholders. These include 
the startup process and preparation for governance committee meetings, as 
well as onboarding new staff and the goal setting process. 

It is also beneficial to harmonize clarity about accountabilities between alliance 
managers and disciplines that have key touch points on the alliance, including 
business development, legal, finance, and project/program management. This 
takes engaging with relevant stakeholders and is usually a Horizon 2 initiative, 
but there is no reason to delay engagement.

Finally, achieving appropriate visibility at executive levels may take exercising 
influence to demonstrate that alliance managers bring valuable knowledge not 
otherwise available to executives. Start with using a core alliance management 
tool – the stakeholder map (See Figure 7 – Stakeholder Map) to identify who in 
the partner company you should be introducing your executives to. 

Next, focus on the reporting you provide to executive meetings – and work 
with your leadership to regularly get time on the agenda. Make sure you focus 
your information on what the executives care about. Do your homework to  
understand each executive’s objectives and challenges and report on how  
alliances and alliance management are helping them achieve those objectives. 

Figure 7 – Stakeholder Map

Typical gaps  
that bring quick 
wins by closing 
them relate to 

inconsistent  
practices across 

alliances that 
cause confusing 
experiences for 

stakeholders. 

Stakeholder Mapping
Partner 1 Partner 2

Functional Area

Functional Area

Functional Area

Name, Title, Contact Details Partnership Responsibilities Name, Title, Contact Details Partnership Responsibilities

Name, Title, Contact Details Partnership Responsibilities Name, Title, Contact Details Partnership Responsibilities

Name, Title, Contact Details Partnership Responsibilities Name, Title, Contact Details Partnership Responsibilities
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Examining the 
characteristics  
of each tier  
allows a  
baseline alliance  
management 
strategy to be 
developed for 
each. The  
strategy  
addresses  
resource  
requirements,  
including both 
the alliance  
manager and 
governance 
member levels 
of experience 
and commitment 
of effort, as  
well as the  
specific baseline 
management 
activities applied 
to realize  
intended value. 

BUILD BASELINE ALLIANCE MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES
In Part One we developed a classification process to group collaborations that 
have similar value/complexity profiles. Doing so allows partnerships for asset 
development to have their management needs evaluated along with an alliance 
for an AI platform, providing a common measure across different partnership 
types. It also allows each department or group responsible for certain alliances 
to appreciate their management needs and make resource allocation decisions.

Once you’ve profiled all of the alliances in scope, assemble them into the  
classification structure you are using. Exactly what that should be depends on 
the specific partnerships you are working with. For some, the aforementioned 
high value/complex, typical, simple (or Tier I, II, III) structure may be sufficient. 
For other organizations, you may need to include a developing or emerging 
category, especially if you have Material Transfer Agreements, Sponsored  
Research Agreements, or Open Innovation Agreements that represent the early 
stage of potential alliances. They may not need ongoing alliance management 
attention, but someone needs to oversee that contractual obligations are met, 
payments are made, and expiration dates monitored. 

Examining the characteristics of each tier allows a baseline alliance management  
strategy to be developed for each. The strategy addresses resource requirements,  
including both the alliance manager and governance member levels of  
experience and commitment of effort, as well as the specific baseline management 
activities applied to realize intended value. This is beneficial because it allows 
for standards to be set for the full-time equivalency (FTE) any alliance in the 
tier requires, creating a transparent way to calculate resource needs. The baseline 
strategy has two parts:

n	� Resource requirements – Are trained alliance professionals required  
or can accidental alliance managers, supported by alliance professionals, 
as needed, manage the collaboration? How senior should governance 
committee members be? A good rule of thumb is that trained alliance 
professionals should actively manage all high value/complex and typi-
cal partnerships, although that may be resource prohibitive. Sufficient 
resources must be leveraged to support accidental alliance managers.

n	� Baseline alliance management activities – What core alliance  
management activities are expected to be required? What tools,  
templates, and documentation are required? 

PART THREE:
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See Figure 8 – Sample Management Strategies for suggested tiered strategies.

Having baseline management strategies helps set expectations of stakeholders 
for what alliance managers will do and not do. Importantly, it defines minimum 
accountabilities to inform performance management for alliance managers, 
something that is often quite subjective. Additionally, it helps define the “swim 
lanes” between the functions that must work with alliance management, including 
program/project management, business development, legal, and finance.

Finally, by identifying the seniority/experience required of governance members, 
responsibility can be appropriately assigned. This permits less senior executives 
to develop the skills and behaviors required of governance members, creating a 
pipeline for future alliances.

Having baseline 
management 

strategies helps 
set expectations 
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for what alliance 
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Figure 8 – Sample Management Strategies

Sample management strategies

Tier/Segment Alliance Management
Resource

Governance
Members

Baseline Alliance
Management Activities

Trained, experienced professional

For multi-program or especially 
complex alliances, consider if more 
than one AM resource required 
(can be more junior)

 

VPs with decision making authority 
on senior body

Program/brand leads chair 
sub-committees

Sub-committee members have lead 
functional responsibility for the focus 
of the alliance 

Comprehensive planning, startup, 
management, measurement, 
onboarding, communication, 
risk management, problem 
solving activities

Regular executive updates

Frequent one-to-ones between 
governance committee members

Annual top-top meetings

Monitored by Alliance Management 
Operations for contractual 
compliance and inflection points

Establishes relationship with primary 
point of contact with partner

Unlikely to have governance in place 
at this juncture

Contract management 

Milestone and payment monitoring

Risk management and 
problem solving

Opportunity recognition (including IP)

Trained alliance manager, may 
have limited experience

For those alliances that are the 
least complex of Tier II, alliance 
management responsibilities may be 
assigned to primary point of contact 
with partner, provided they have a 
named full-time alliance manager 
for support

Program/brand leads populate 
senior body

Any sub-committee is populated 
by the functional representatives 
most involved in the program at any 
given time

Project teams led by project/
marketing manager

Planning, startup, management, 
measurement, onboarding, 
communication, risk management, 
problem solving activities as suits the 
importance and criticality of realizing 
the intended value of the deal

Periodic executive updates

Periodic one-to-ones between 
governance committee members to 
allow some familiarity for hard 
conversations

Alliance management responsibilities 
assigned to primary point of contact 
with partner

Trained on general interactions with 
partner and specific responsibilities

Full-time alliance manager available 
for support and review when nearing 
major inflection points

Minimal governance structures exist

For efficiency, the budget owners 
should staff the senior committee

If there is a project team or Joint 
Research Committee, staff with 
program/research leads

Contract management 

Milestone and payment monitoring

Risk management and 
problem solving

Opportunity recognition (including IP)

Executive awareness of major events

High Value/
Complex
(Tier I)

Typical
(Tier II)

Simple
(Tier III) 

Developing
(Tier IV)



Tipping Point: Evolving an alliance management function into an organizational partnering capability

22

A hybrid model 
is emerging as 
the need for an 
organizational 
capability is  
recognized.  
Most simply, 
this is a model 
in which there is 
some centralized 
capability and 
some capability 
that is  
decentralized. 
There is no  
one-size fits all 
model. Your 
model must 
align with how 
strategy is  
implemented.

DESIGN THE CAPABILITY
Today, in most life science companies, the alliance management capability is  
either concentrated in a small centralized group or is dispersed to decentralized 
individuals and/or teams. Other than in the most sophisticated and mature  
alliance management practices, the decentralized capability is only connected 
informally through community initiatives, if at all.

A hybrid model is emerging as the need for an organizational capability is  
recognized. Most simply, this is a model in which there is some centralized 
capability and some capability that is decentralized. There is no one-size fits all 
model. Your model must align with how strategy is implemented, which means 
that in a larger company there are likely capabilities needed at corporate, in 
therapeutic areas or other business units, and possibly in different geographies, 
especially if companies are partnering to commercialize developed products 
in distinct regions. In a smaller company, there is likely one centralized team 
that is “the alliance management team.” They then support individuals or small 
specialized teams in other parts of the organization. This has typically been 
done in an ad hoc fashion. To create an organizational capability this can no 
longer be the case.

Thus, the key is in determining how the pieces of alliance management capability 
come together to ensure elements are appropriately managed to achieve intended  
outcomes. Before considering reporting lines, carefully define the objectives of 
uniting the pieces. Figure 9 – Unification Priorities describes some of the most 
important components to knit together to underpin the alliance management 
component of the organizational partnering capability. 

Figure 9 – Unification Priorities

UNIFICATION
PRIORITIES

STANDARDS, 
CONSISTENCY
While retaining 

flexibility

DIGITAL 
PLATFORMS

Automate
routine tasks

ANALYTICS
KPIs, diagnostic

measures

TALENT
DEVELOPMENT

Create a 
learning culture

MANAGEMENT
STRATEGIES

Based on portfolio 
segmentation

INFORMATION 
MANAGEMENT

Infrastructure 
and content
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An Operations Function is Essential

What becomes apparent from the unification priorities of developing an  
organizational capability is the need for an operations function. This role is 
not a glorified executive assistant. Depending on the scope of collaborations 
under management, there may be a specialized team of people who take on  
this responsibility. 

Its purpose is an enabling one, working to provide those with an alliance  
management role the capacity to focus on the strategic purposes of their  
alliances. It manages the information infrastructure and reporting, as well 
as coordinates professional development of alliance managers and other  
partnering-related skill building opportunities for the organization. It can 
also include primary responsibility for monitoring contractual obligations 
so that alliance managers are aware and initiate processes to invoice, issue  
purchase orders, or extend agreements, as may be the case. You can think of 
it as a more practical and useful implementation of the “center of excellence” 
concept, which typically struggled to demonstrate its value and justify its  
expense. With an operational purpose, performance is easier to define  
and track. 

The operations role can be a pathway to becoming an alliance manager.  
After a time learning about the operations and perhaps handling some straight  
in- or out-license partnerships, an alliance operations manager may move into an 
alliance management role. That will not always be the case, as the mindset for alli-
ance management is not the same as the mindset for handling operational details. 

Information technology companies that operate partner programs where any 
company that meets certain qualifications can become a partner have long had 
this role. It is newer in the life sciences environment, but growing quickly.

Corporate-level Partnering

As stated earlier, it is important to align partnering resources with how strategy  
is being implemented. Most companies execute their strategies within a  
therapeutic area or business unit. But how do you handle the research platforms that  
identify targets across multiple therapeutic areas? Or the mega collaborations that 
include multiple products and distribution in multiple geographies – perhaps 
through a network of partners? These partners that cross business units or align 
most closely with corporate strategy should be managed by a centralized team 
that primarily reports to a corporate function, typically strategy or corporate  
development. 

What becomes 
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Often called “Global Alliance Team” this team is not only responsible  
for corporate alliances; they are also the key subject matter experts that 
guide the development of the alliance management capability. They take a  
strategic lens to the company’s portfolio(s) and sees across silos to recognize  
opportunities and address systemic risks. They lead community wide  
professional development efforts and ensure that tier-specific management 
strategies remain appropriate and can be implemented on a consistent basis.

The Leadership Team

In smaller companies there may be one head of alliance management, typically 
a vice president. When there is a hybrid structure, a leadership team needs to 
be created to connect the decentralized pieces to the centralized component. 
Who leads the leadership team? It is often a team of peers where either the lead 
rotates, much like the chairman of a governance committee will rotate, or the 
head of the global alliance management team assumes the helm.

Like alliance professionals overall, the leadership team leads through influence. 
Yes, the team leaders have authority over their direct reports, but the leadership 
team must operate through consensus. In this manner, it is modeling good 
alliance behavior. Think of it as akin to the Joint Steering Committee (JSC) of 
an individual alliance. It has responsibility for strategic oversight of the alliance  
management capability, setting a North Star, shared goals and measures of  
success, and monitoring performance of the capability overall. It does not  
interfere in the operation or reporting lines of the individual alliance teams or 
individuals that report into various line functions. 

It builds a trusting and respectful environment in which a one-team mentality 
can flourish. It is a team that creates a capability to partner well across many 
collaborations, with many different types of partners, strategic purposes,  
and structures.

Staffing Alliance Management

As alliance management evolves from a function to a component of the  
organizational partnering capability, it is essential that those tasked with  
managing partners are sufficiently trained in this specialized management  
discipline. It is also critical they have business acumen, the right mindset, good 
judgement, and emotional intelligence to approach their role both strategically 
and tactically. 

The Global  
Alliance Team  
is not only  
responsible  
for corporate  
alliances; they  
are also the key 
subject matter 
experts that guide 
the development 
of the alliance 
management  
capability.
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1 Internships, rotational programs, and secondments are gaining 
in popularity to familiarize people with alliance management

Create a pipeline of staff

Leaders want staff who can think strategically 
while paying attention to operational details

Big picture thinkers
2

Informal or formal association of team leaders take responsibility for growing 
the capability, sometimes with and sometimes without a single senior leader

Leadership as a team sport
5

Advantage goes to people who understand how one function feeds the next 
and appreciate the downstream implications of decisions and actions

Know the business
3

“Back office operations” becomes a distinct role; certain staff develop 
expertise in different partnership models and partner types

Specialist roles
6

Leaders are building teams with diverse experiences and styles, opting for 
business acumen, good judgment, network breadth, and emotional 
intelligence over specific work histories 

Variety of experiences

4

Alliance professionals have a superpower. The source of this superpower is the 
in-depth knowledge they have about their partners. They understand how their 
partners are organized, how decisions get made, and who are the key players 
from relevant functions. They know where in their business the focus is on 
topline growth, geographic and market expansions, or cost reduction. They’re 
plugged into their partners’ informal networks, appreciating where the power  
lies, as well as their limitations and what management is concerned about. 
They listen to their earnings calls, read their press releases, view conference  
presentations, pay attention to what the analysts say, monitor their social media,  
and parse their personnel announcements and openings. They always ask 
their counterpart and other close relationships, “What is new or changed in  
your world?”

Perhaps what is most critical for alliance management leaders is to create 
true teams, with diverse backgrounds and skills. Figure 10 – Staffing Alliance  
Management outlines how leaders are thinking about staffing their teams today.
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Figure 10 – Staffing Alliance Management
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Structure and Reporting 

If restructuring is required, the first decision is whether it should be all at once 
or gradual. Our experience says the more disruptive the change, the better it 
is for it to occur all at once. There is a lot of short-term pain, but the dust will 
quickly settle. More marginal changes can take place over time, especially if 
there are new positions that have to be filled.

There will be organizational politics involved if building up the capability  
reorganizes positions or appears to take control away or exert authority over 
how someone runs their business. Therefore, it is critical to be very clear about 
the gaps you are trying to close and the benefits of any reorganization. State 
them in terms that will resonate with key stakeholders.

To think about your structure, start with your map of the existing capability  
developed for your baseline (Part One of the program) and consider the following:

n	� How many different reporting lines exist for people with alliance  
management responsibilities?

n	� How many different senior executives have purview over alliances?

n	� How are alliance managers funded? How many different budgets  
contain resources allocated to manage alliances? Are the resources  
for alliance management in the same budgets as the resources for  
the work of the alliance? For example, if the people working directly 
on the alliance and any payments to partners are included in a  
research budget, is the alliance manager also paid for from the  
research budget?

n	� Equally important is to understand where there are collaborations  
requiring alliance management for which there is currently no funding.

Reorganization Considerations

Perhaps the hardest change is to take alliance management teams that report 
up to different senior executives and align them under a single executive. For 
example, there are companies currently considering if they should consolidate  
control of alliance management teams under a single R&D executive, as  
opposed to individual therapeutic area heads, or to combine teams managing 
research and early clinical stage alliances with those handling post-proof-of-
concept stage alliances under a single corporate executive.

It is critical  
to be very clear 
about the gaps 
you are trying 
to close and the 
benefits of any 
reorganization. 
State them in 
terms that  
will resonate 
with key  
stakeholders.
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There are arguments for both models. The broader the scope of the alliance 
management capability, the more important it is that it reports to a single,  
corporate executive. Usually this is a senior vice president responsible for strategy  
or corporate development. A diverse underlying capability will never come  
together organizationally if it reports to multiple executives. Conversely, if there 
are just two executives with alliance managers in their teams, it is much easier 
for them to collaborate directly.

IMPLEMENT THE PROGRAM
The final piece of evolving from a function to an organizational capability is 
to begin to make required changes. As previously stated, this program need 
not be entirely sequential, so hopefully by the time you are ready to conduct 
any resource re-balancing or reorganization there are ongoing communications 
about the program and stakeholders are starting to see some benefit from  
closing obvious gaps.

Communications

From the time the program launches and you establish a baseline, there 
should be a communications effort directed to executives, alliance governance 
and team members, and those with alliance management responsibility. The  
messaging should be tailored for the different audiences and include:

n	 �What the program is about and is intended to achieve

n	� Why it is needed now

n	 �How it will benefit/impact the organization and the recipients  
of the communication

n	 �When to expect key events to occur, including what comes next

n	� Where to go for additional information

There should be an announcement of the program, ongoing updates to  
communicate progress and the impact people should experience. Let people  
know when key milestones have been achieved. Work with your corporate  
communication team to help craft and distribute information using multiple 
forms of media.
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5View our webinar “Seven  
Habits of Highly Effective  

Alliance Professionals”  
at https://rhythmofbusiness.

com/services.
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This is only the beginning of ongoing communications with key stakeholders. 
The seventh habit of highly effective alliance professionals is to “publish your 
work5”. Part of the responsibility of your operations manager is to develop and 
execute your communications plan.

Training/Professional development

Providing educational opportunities has multiple benefits. Obviously, it helps 
to close skill gaps. It provides a venue to create common understanding of  
objectives and activities. Importantly, it also helps build the one-team mentality 
among alliance managers that is so critical to community building.

Use the baseline to help you design an initial education program. You may 
want to “just get started” with an event on some key topics. Think about how 
experienced the alliance managers are and shape a case-study based session to 
meet key needs. If the team is relatively inexperienced, focus on basics, such 
as managing governance. If they are more senior, focus on more sophisticated 
abilities, such as influencing and risk management. 

Building a longer-term training and professional development program is a 
Horizons 2 and 3 endeavor. Like your communications, it should be tailored 
for the participants, multi-media, and multi-format. Everything from confer-
ence participation to lunch-n-learns focused on a single case study or article 
should be considered. 

Onboarding

At the intersection of communications and training is onboarding new staff, 
regardless of the role they play in alliances. An organizational capability for 
partnering requires onboarding to be part of “About our Company” collateral  
and to start in earnest during new employee orientation. When people are  
assigned to alliance working teams or governance committees, their onboarding 
includes their role and deliverables, the alliance culture and ways of working, 
in addition to the specific alliance agreement.

See Get a Running Start with a Comprehensive Alliance Onboarding Program6  
for more details about building an effective onboarding program.

An  
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6https://rhythmofbusiness.com 
/get-a-running-start-with-a- 
comprehensive-alliance-on-
boarding-program/. 

https://rhythmofbusiness.com/get-a-running-start-with-a-comprehensive-alliance-onboarding-program/. 
https://rhythmofbusiness.com/get-a-running-start-with-a-comprehensive-alliance-onboarding-program/. 
https://rhythmofbusiness.com/get-a-running-start-with-a-comprehensive-alliance-onboarding-program/. 
https://rhythmofbusiness.com/get-a-running-start-with-a-comprehensive-alliance-onboarding-program/. 
https://rhythmofbusiness.com/services.   https://rhythmofbusiness.com/get-a-running-start-with-a-com


Tipping Point: Evolving an alliance management function into an organizational partnering capability

29

Digitizing Information, Knowledge Management,  
and Alliance Management Workflow 

Visibility and transparency into alliances has always been important to create a 
one-team mentality and develop the “common language with shared meaning” 
that is essential for efficient and effective alliances. It has become imperative 
in our hybrid work reality, where the flow of information is so critical to keep 
everyone—internal and external—aligned.
When the workflow and communications of an alliance are digitized, it’s all 
there in the platform. A new alliance manager is up-to-speed and effective very 
quickly, with more than just a database to provide information. The platform 
houses a full record of historical alliance activity. 

There are many additional benefits of digitization, including minimizing the 
risk of important deadlines being missed, improving the onboarding process 
for new team members, and automating notifications of pending milestone 
payments. Document management becomes much more efficient when there 
is a single version of the truth. Emails as well as documents can be related to 
a governance committee, a project, or a task so that they are available when  
needed, greatly reducing frustrating and time-wasting searches. If documents 
are required for a legal purpose, they are easily retrieved. (See Figure 11 – Selected 
Functions of an Alliance Information Infrastructure).

When the  
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Figure 11 – Selected Functions of an Alliance Information Infrastructure
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Playbooks, Processes, Templates, Tools, and Reports

We’ve left the playbook and tools, the focus of many alliance management  
improvement initiatives, for last. This is because in our experience, if they are 
in manual form (PowerPoint, Excel) they don’t really get used beyond an initial 
orientation and occasional reference. In short, a standalone manual playbook 
is largely obsolete. 

What is beneficial and is a training tool as well as a procedural manual is the 
documentation of how to use your digital platform. At a minimum it includes:

n	 �Definitions of key terms, such as partner, project, contract,  
deliverable – many words that get used every day but if you want 
consistency in how information is captured, they must be carefully 
defined and understood by all using the platform

n	 �Standards about the information that should be  
captured for every alliance and program

n	 �Descriptions of how to execute routine procedures

n	 �Formats of standard reporting and communications

n	 �Security and training procedures for allowing stakeholders  
outside of alliance management to access the platform

If you want to drive consistency and have a transparent, single version of the 
truth for each alliance and strategic collaboration you need a digital platform 
to manage your alliances. If, as a leader of alliance management you want a 
birds-eye view of your overall portfolio or any other combined view, you need 
a digital platform.

If you’ve recognized yourself in this paper, you need a digital platform for  
information, knowledge, and workflow management.
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Let’s Get Started!
Evolving from an alliance management function, perhaps siloed, perhaps 
broadly dispersed and likely not professionally managing some very strategic 
partnerships, to the management component of an organizational partnering 
capability is like drug development: It is not for the faint of heart. But for any 
alliance management leader that has connected the dots and sees how critical 
it is to translate the skills and processes of their teams to a wider set of external 
collaborations it is an imperative.

So too, is upskilling the alliance management professionals and others who 
must take on alliance management responsibilities. As one of our favorite  
truisms goes, “Not everyone is an alliance manager, but everyone needs alliance 
management skills.” It is up to alliance management leadership to work with 
their colleagues in strategy, business and corporate development, and talent 
resources and development to get the evolution started.

Change isn’t easy. Embarking on it needs to be sold that it matters and will  
deliver results.

n	 �Accumulate data about the value of resources committed to and/or 
expected from partnering

n	 �Demonstrate how broadly partnering touches the organization

n	 �Highlight recent misses because of a lack of partnering acumen
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Have your overall plan in place, as well as the key 
first steps for your baseline. Share your plans to 
immediately close a few “low hanging fruit” gaps 
everyone knows exists. Build your leadership team 
and get started by taking the first step! 
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