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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the diverse types of business partnerships, including out-tasking,
offshoring, shared services, joint ventures, and strategic alliances, to understand their unique
characteristics, benefits, and challenges. It emphasises the importance of partner selection
criteria and examines the operational and strategic advantages such partnerships offer, such
as specialisation, adaptability, and enhanced competitive positioning. However, it also
acknowledges the challenges, including divergent interests, legal complexities, and the
balance between individual and collective success. Presenting theoretical frameworks like
the outcome-based approach, dynamic capabilities, and the resource-based view, the study
provides a comprehensive basis of partnership dynamics. The empirical focus is on a Nordic
Software as a Service (SaaS) company in the B2B sector, serving global retailers. Through
qualitative data collected via an in-depth questionnaire from key professionals involved in
the company's partnership program, the research explores the practical implementation of
partnerships and their strategic impacts. The findings aim to offer valuable insights for
organisations in the initial stages of partnership development, highlighting both potential
benefits and obstacles in collaborative efforts.

This study concludes that the Nordic SaaS company in the B2B sector has effectively
identified and integrated ways to achieve proactive partner feedback, mutually beneficial
exchange of resources and expertise, as well as positive financial impact on profitability.
These practices support a collaborative atmosphere, aligning objectives and enhancing
operational efficiency. However, challenges remain, particularly in communication of
partner selection criteria and having clear guidelines on whether the company regularly
conducts benchmarking against industry standards as well as whether the company regularly
participates in industry forums. Despite these challenges, the company's representatives
express confidence in the positive financial impact and tangible benefits of partnerships,
such as increased revenue, and expanded customer base. The study underscores the
importance of continuous improvement, strategic planning, and effective communication in
maintaining successful partnerships. Addressing areas like detailed planning, internal
communication, and trust-building can further strengthen the company's collaborative efforts
and ensure mutual benefits. These findings provide valuable insights for companies in the
early stages of implementing partnership programs, highlighting the need for clear strategies,
stakeholder engagement, and proactive risk management.



G Lt
) University

Lappeenranta—Lahti University of Technology LUT
LUT Business School
Business Administration

Carolina Hanslin

Navigating the Partnership Paradox: Exploring the Interplay between Benefits and
Challenges in Implementing Partner Programs

Master’s thesis

2024

64 pages, 28 figures, and 1 appendix

1st Examiner: Professor, Veli Matti Virolainen

2nd Examiner: Professor, Katrina Lintukangas

Keywords: Partnerships, out-tasking, offshoring, shared services, joint ventures, strategic

alliances, partner selection criteria, operational efficiency, strategic planning, proactive
feedback, stakeholder engagement, risk management, SaaS, B2B sector



G Lt
) University

TIIVISTELMA

Témi tutkimus tutkii erilaisia liikekumppanuustyyppejd, kuten ulkoistaminen, offshore-
toiminta, yhteiset palvelut, yhteisyritykset ja strategiset allianssit, ymmaértddkseen niiden
ainutlaatuisia ominaisuuksia, etuja ja haasteita. Se korostaa kumppanin valintakriteerien
tarkeyttd ja tarkastelee operatiivisia ja strategisia etuja, joita tdllaiset kumppanuudet
tarjoavat, kuten erikoistuminen, mukautumiskyky ja parantunut kilpailuasema. Tutkimus
tunnustaa my0s luontaiset haasteet, kuten erimielisyydet, oikeudelliset monimutkaisuudet ja
tasapainon yksilollisen ja yhteisen menestyksen vililld. Teoreettisia viitekehyksié
hyodyntden, kuten tulospohjainen ldhestymistapa, dynaamiset kyvykkyydet ja
resurssiperusteinen ndkemys, tutkimus tarjoaa kattavan analyysin kumppanuuksien
dynamiikasta. Empiirinen keskittyminen on merkittdvéssd pohjoismaisessa SaaS-
yrityksessd B2B-sektorilla, joka palvelee globaalisti jédlleenmyyjid. Laadullinen aineisto on
kerdtty syviélliselld kyselylld, johon vastasivat keskeiset ammattilaiset, jotka osallistuvat
yrityksen kumppanuusohjelmaan. Tutkimus tutkii kumppanuuksien kidytdnnon toteutusta ja
niiden strategisia vaikutuksia. Tulosten tavoitteena on tarjota arvokkaita nidkemyksid
organisaatioille, jotka ovat kumppanuuskehityksen alkuvaiheissa, korostaen sekd
mahdollisia etuja etté esteitd yhteistyOponnisteluissa.

Témi tutkimus toteaa, ettd pohjoismainen SaaS-yritys B2B-sektorilla on tehokkaasti
tunnistanut ja integroinut tapoja saavuttaa ennakoivaa kumppanipalautetta, molempia
osapuolia hyodyttdvia resurssien ja asiantuntemuksen vaihtoa seké positiivista taloudellista
vaikutusta kannattavuuteen. Ndma kdytdnnot luovat yhteistyohon perustuvan ilmapiirin,
joka yhdenmukaistaa tavoitteet ja parantaa operatiivista tehokkuutta. Haasteita kuitenkin on
edelleen, erityisesti kumppanien valintakriteerien viestinndssd sekd selkeiden ohjeiden
puutteessa siitd, suorittaako yritys sddnnollisesti vertailuanalyysejd alan standardeihin
nidhden ja osallistuuko se sddnnoéllisesti alan foorumeihin. Niistd haasteista huolimatta
yrityksen edustajat ilmaisevat luottamusta kumppanuuksien myonteiseen taloudelliseen
vaikutukseen ja konkreettisiin etuihin, kuten lisdéntyneisiin tuloihin ja laajentuneeseen
asiakaskuntaan. Tutkimus korostaa jatkuvan parantamisen, strategisen suunnittelun ja
tehokkaan viestinndn merkitystd onnistuneiden kumppanuuksien ylldpitimisessa.
Yksityiskohtaisen suunnittelun, sisdisen viestinnén ja luottamuksen rakentamisen alueiden
parantaminen voi edelleen vahvistaa yrityksen yhteistyOponnisteluja ja varmistaa
molemminpuoliset hyddyt. Namé havainnot tarjoavat arvokkaita ndkemyksid yrityksille,
jotka ovat kumppanuusohjelmien toteuttamisen alkuvaiheessa, korostaen selkeiden
strategioiden, sidosryhmien sitouttamisen ja ennakoivan riskienhallinnan tarvetta.
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1 Introduction

Partnerships, broadly defined as collaborative relationships between two or more entities
that pool resources, expertise, and capabilities to pursue shared objectives, encompass a wide
range of arrangements from informal alliances to formal agreements. Each partnership type
has unique characteristics and dynamics. This study examines various partnership types,
including out-tasking, offshoring, shared services, joint ventures, and strategic partnerships.
Additionally, the study explores the known benefits and challenges associated with partner
selection and criteria. Partnerships are pivotal in today's business landscape, offering
organisations invaluable opportunities for collaborative endeavours, shared success, and
increased competitiveness. The benefits of partnerships presented in this study include
operational implementation and adaptability, specialisation, outsourcing of various tasks,
and advanced relationships. However, the journey towards effective collaboration can be
challenging as well. Vitasek and Ledyard (2013) highlight issues such as divergent interests,
where individual success overshadows collective achievements, and the complexity of
organisational and relational structures. Challenges examined in this study include
relationship dynamics, differing profit perspectives, legal agreements, balancing individual

and shared success, navigating new and uncertain domains, and overall complexity.

Theories applied in this study include the transaction cost economics, resource-based view,
dynamic capabilities, the Vested business model, and the outcome-based approach. This
study aims to unravel the dynamics of partnerships, using theoretical frameworks and
empirical insights to deepen the understanding of the benefits and challenges associated with
partner programs. By analysing these aspects, the study aims to provide a comprehensive
understanding of how different types of partnerships can be leveraged for strategic
advantage, as well as the potential obstacles organisations may face in their collaborative

efforts.

The study was mainly conducted on a Nordic Software as a Service (SaaS) company
operating in the B2B sector, catering to global retailers. A brief overview of its core business
reveals a strong commitment to delivering innovative solutions within the retail industry.
This enterprise plays a significant role in shaping the landscape of B2B services for retailers

worldwide. Notably, the company has made substantial progress in recent years to establish



and enhance its partnership programs, reflecting its proactive approach to collaboration and
industry leadership. Throughout this thesis, this case company will serve as a key subject of
analysis, offering valuable insights into strategic considerations and industry dynamics. Data
collection for this thesis primarily involved an in-depth questionnaire answered by
representatives from the case company. Due to missing, inaccessible, or insufficient data,
the research is based on questionnaire responses rather than comprehensive data. To
maintain the case company's anonymity, specific data will not be shared or analysed. The
selected participants were professionals actively involved in the company's partnership
program, providing firsthand insights into its operations and collaborative strategies. These
responses served as the primary qualitative data, allowing for a detailed exploration of the
company's partnership implementation approach and its impact on overall business
strategies. These results aim to support companies in the early stages of implementing

partnerships.

1.1 Research questions

The landscape of modern business is increasingly shaped by collaborative efforts. As
organisations strive to enhance their competitiveness, partner programs have emerged to
contribute to achieving mutual growth and innovation. However, the implementation of
these programs presents a complexity of benefits and challenges that organisations must
navigate to optimise their efficacy. This thesis aims to explore how organisations perceive
and manage this balance, utilising qualitative data gathered through a questionnaire. The
main research question of this thesis is “How do organisations perceive and navigate the
balance between benefits and challenges in implementing partner programs, and what
insights can be gathered from qualitative data, gathered through a questionnaire, to inform a

comprehensive analysis of effective program evaluation?”.

Supporting the process of answering the main research question, the thesis will also aim to
answer two sub-questions: “What are the different types of partnerships?”. This sub-question
was chosen for several reasons. Firstly, to classify and understand the various types of
partnerships that organisations engage in, as each type comes with its own set of dynamics,
benefits, and challenges. By categorising these partnerships, the study seeks to provide a

nuanced understanding of the landscape, which is essential for analysing how organisations



navigate them. By pinpointing these factors, the study aims to offer insights that can help
organisations optimise their partnership strategies. Understanding these factors is crucial for
evaluating programs effectively and ensuring that the potential benefits outweigh the

challenges.

1.2 Structure of the thesis

This research comprises six main sections. The first section focuses on reviewing earlier
conducted research, defining partnerships, and explaining the foundation of the role of
partnerships in global business operations. The research methodology is described and the
reseach findings are analysed both in greater detail in the third section. The selected research
method is a qualitative case study in which data is gathered through the use of a
questionnaire. The empirical research is conducted on a single organisation. The company
operates globally in the field of technology, software as a service, later SaaS, to be exact.

Summary and conclusions of the thesis are presented in the last section.



2 Literature review

Partnerships have emerged as a fundamental strategy for organisations across various sectors
to achieve mutual objectives, capitalise on shared resources, and navigate complex
challenges in today's dynamic business environment. As organisations increasingly
recognize the potential benefits of collaboration, the landscape of partnerships has evolved,
encompassing diverse forms and structures tailored to specific needs and goals. However,
alongside the promise of synergies and shared value, partnerships also present numerous

challenges and complexities that demand careful consideration and strategic management.

This literature review explores the diverse nature of partnerships within organisational
contexts, shedding light on how organisations can perceive and navigate the balance between
benefits and challenges in implementing a partnership program. By examining existing
literature, this study seeks to clarify the conceptual frameworks, key considerations, and

empirical insights that underpin effective partnership strategies.

2.1 Defining partnerships

Before diving into the complexities of partnerships, it is essential to establish a clear
understanding of what comprises a partnership. Partnerships can be broadly defined as
collaborative relationships between two or more entities that come together to pursue shared
objectives, often involving the pooling of resources, expertise, and capabilities. This
definition encompasses a wide spectrum of collaborative arrangements, ranging from
informal alliances to formalised agreements, each with its own unique characteristics and
dynamics. It is crucial to point out that partnerships and different types of partnerships can
be and have been defined in multiple different ways, and the following sections will provide

the definitions used in this thesis.

In the context of outsourcing, which can be seen as a form of collaboration or supplier
relations, Vitasek and Ledyard (2013, 4) define outsourcing as the transfer of a process or
function (usually non-core) by a company to an external service provider. They also use

terms like relationship, partnership, and arrangement interchangeably to refer to the coming



together of a company that is outsourcing with one or more of its service providers under a
common contract.
“Outsourcing refers to the transfer of a process or function (usually non-core)
by a company to an external service provider.” (Vitasek and Ledyard 2013, 4).

“[...] the terms relationship , partnership , and arrangement interchangeably to
refer to the coming together of a company that is outsourcing with one or more

of'its service providers under a common contract.” (Vitasek and Ledyard 2013,
4).

Buono (1997, 257) describes partnerships as long-term, sustainable strategic outsourcing
activities between two companies where both parties gain from the relationship. According
to Buono’s definition, partnerships differ from traditional business relationships in the sense
that the information flow is two-wayed instead of one-wayed, planning requires many
managers, line and staff instead of a few executives and experts, control is multi-disciplinary
team-work opposed to a traditional hierarchy and primary objectives to engage in the

relationship are quality, price and timing opposed to only price in traditional relationships.

Traditional relationship Partnership
Time frame Short-term, renewable Long-term, sustainable
Strategic orientation Subcontracting Strategic outsourcing
Inter-firm relationship Superior-subordinate Leader-team member
Information flow One-way Two-way
Decision making Precise, from firm to OEM Guidelines, between work

units

Unilateral Consensus-oriented
Planning Few executives, experts Many managers, line and staff
Product improvement Defined by contract Ever-changing, fluid
Control Traditional hierarchy Multi-disciplinary teamwork
Primary objective Price Quality, price, timing
Profit orientation Buyer controlled Mutually controlled

Figure 1: Traditional relationship vs partnership (Buono, 257).




2.2 Reason for partnering

Outsourcing, as a concept, has deep historical roots intertwined with the evolution of human
commerce and trade. Its history parallels the route of civilization and open trade. As
individuals formed family clans, small groups, communities, and eventually complex
societies, a natural progression toward specialisation occurred. This specialisation led to a
division of labour, improved skills and knowledge, and enhanced workmanship. Individuals
with specialised skills engaged in trade, exchanging goods and services to meet their survival
needs. The essence of this historical context is captured by Vitasek and Ledyard (2013, 17),
who note that people, by embracing the talents and productivity of others, chose not to be
entirely self-sufficient, resulting in an elevated quality of life.

“One of the key themes found across all of the companies [participating in the

research of experimental/innovative companies] was the shift away from a

conventional transaction-based company-service provider relationship to a

highly collaborative partnership aimed at developing a broad, true win-win
solution.” (Vitasek and Ledyard 2013, 2).

The motivations that drive companies to enter partnerships or partially outsource their
operations vary widely and are specific to each organisation. Among the numerous factors
influencing these decisions, companies may seek to reduce costs associated with routine and
repetitive tasks, or in more intricate scenarios, the decision could be rooted in the pursuit of
strategic objectives, particularly in knowledge-intensive processes such as business
intelligence, market research, and diverse research and development (R&D) activities

(Oshri, Kotlarsky and Willcocks, 2023, 28).

“Partnerial relationships have distinct benefits beyond adversarial
relationships in terms of higher operational efficiency, more frequent
information exchange and stronger commitment to the relationships, and
suppliers in partnerial relationships tend to outperform those in adversarial
relationships and are more likely to embrace just-in-time programs without
an increase in costs. In the marketing literature, this two-polar BSR
classification is referred to as transactional versus relational (e.g. Gronroos,
1995; Morgan and Hunt, 1994).” (Tangpong et al., 2012, 154).
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2.3 Different types of partnerships

The following section presents various partnership types, including out-tasking, offshoring,
shared services, and strategic partnerships. A partnership is traditionally described as a
contract between two parties, which aim is to create joint surplus through cooperation (
Blomgvist, Kyldheiko, Virolainen, 2002, 1). How a contract is built and how the two parties
aim towards joint surplus can vary between partnerships, and hence it has been recognised
that partnerships can utilise varying models. Each individual partnership model then again
offers distinct advantages and includes unique challenges, shaping the strategic decisions
and operational dynamics of organisations engaging in collaborative operations.
Partnerships can bring a company benefits such as, but not limited to, the ability to focus on
the company’s core competencies, possibility to share risks, and shorter time-to-market.
Through an exploration of different partnership types, companies can provide insights into
the multifaceted nature of partnership implementation, clarifying the benefits and challenges

associated with each approach.

One type of recognised partnership is referred to as out-tasking. According to Oshri,
Kotlarsky, and Willcocks (2023, 27), out-tasking involves outsourcing on a small scale and
typically involves ongoing management and support for selected packaged applications.
This approach is favoured by local suppliers, although the work can also be provided from
offshore locations, particularly if the supplier is a global company like IBM.
“This is outsourcing on a small scale and usually implies ongoing management
of and support for selected packaged applications. Out-tasking is popular with
local suppliers; however, the work can also be provided from offshore

locations (in particular, if the supplier is a global company such as IBM).”
(Oshri, Kotlarsky and Willcocks, 2023, 27).

Another recognised type of partnership is referred to as offshoring. Offshore outsourcing is
described as the act of contracting operations to independent suppliers located far from the
country where the product or service is being sold. Known benefits of offshoring are lowered
production and labour costs, acquisition or development of new knowledge, as well as
consolidation of existing market segments or penetration to new ones (Bruccoleri, Perrone,
Mazzola, Handfield, 2019, 4211). However, on the other hand a known disadvantage of
offshoring is the possibility of decreased product or service quality, which in turn can lead

to product recalls and increased costs.
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Moe, Smite, Hanssen and Barney (2013, 1225) found in their research on four small and
medium-sized Scandinavian software companies that have terminated their offshoring
operations, that the companies had in common that they all decided to terminate the
offshoring due to low quality of the software being developed. This was caused by an
inability to build the necessary human and social capital. The companies reported challenges
with domain knowledge, a lack of commitment of external developers, cultural clashes, poor
communication and high turnover, which only boosted the problems. After terminating their
offshoring contracts, all four companies shifted their sourcing strategy from offshore
outsourcing to offshore insourcing and partnerships. Moe et al. (2013, 1226) also advised
companies to consider potential differences in size when forming partnerships as the size

difference may have a negative impact on the business relationship.

A third recognised type of partnership is referred to as shared services. This operational
strategy involves consolidating administrative and business functions previously scattered
across different divisions or locations, including finance, procurement, human resources, and
IT. A shared service centre, whether owned internally or outsourced to a third party, is the
key mechanism. Given the growing adoption of this model, it seems necessary to give a more
comprehensive description. Shared services entail integrating support functions from
multiple departments into an independent organisational unit dedicated to delivering services
with maximum efficiency and effectiveness. When effectively managed, shared services
have the potential to lower costs, enhance service quality, and even generate revenue. They
can manifest in various commercial structures, such as unitary, lead department, or joint
initiative. In the unitary model, a single organisation consolidates and centralises a business
service, while a lead department consolidates a service to share with others. Joint initiatives
involve collaboration between two or more organisations agreeing to establish and operate
shared services. Similarly to outsourcing arrangements, shared services can operate onshore,

nearshore, or offshore locations (Oshri, Kotlarsky and Willcocks, 2023, 27).

Similar models to shared service centres are defined by Oshri, Kotlarsky and Willcocks
(2023) as three sourcing models; total outsourcing, total in-house sourcing and selective
outsourcing. Total outsourcing, refers to the act of transferring more than 80% of a function’s
operating budget to external providers, while total in-house sourcing refers to the exact
opposite of keeping more than 80% of a function’s operating budget within the company,

and finally, selective outsourcing refers to the act of sourcing selected functions to external
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parties while managing 20-80% of the function’s operating budget internally (Oshri,
Kotlarsky and Willcocks, 2023, 29).

Insourcing Onshore Offshore / nearshore
Staff _ outsourcing outsourcing
augmentation  Domestic supplier,  Foreign supplier
Buy ‘rural sourcing'
R Joint Co-sourcing Offshore / nearshore
ﬁ Hybrid venture development centre
—_
) Build-operate-
g transfer
@) Make Internal Shared services Captive centre (e.g.,
ane delivery R&D);
Captive shared
services
Onshore (same | Nearshore / Offshore
country) Offisite
Location

Figure 2: Overview of sourcing models. Oshri, Kotlarsky and Willcocks, 2023, 26.

A fourth regonised type of partnership is referred to as joint ventures. Joint ventures are,
according to Keith, Vitasek, Manrodt and Kling (2016, 160), a sub-type of the investment-
based model. Joint ventures are described as a collaborative arrangement in which two or
more businesses decide to share costs, management and profits with a shared goal. A joint
venture is a legally binding business formation where each party contributes capital,
intellectual property, personnel, and other types of resources to design and implement a new
business. Benefits of establishing or joining a joint venture are high rewards to
entrepreneurial businesses, but on the other hand can cost significant amounts of time,
money and resources if unsuccessful (Keith et al., 2016, 176). Other types of investment-
based models, which are not presented in this thesis are acquisitions, subsidiaries and co-

ops.

Lastly, a fifth recognised type of partnership is referred to as a strategic partnership. These
partnerships involve collaboration between companies with shared goals and interests. They
may collaborate on joint product development, marketing efforts, or other strategic

initiatives. A strategic partnership is an arrangement involving a high level of trust,
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commitment, coordination and interdependence from both its parties. The management
further engages with suppliers, fostering a strong partnership aimed at reducing overall
operating costs and enhancing the company's operational performance (Tarigan & Siagian
2021, 370). According to the majority of definitions, a partnership is considered strategic
when it involves the core business or program activities of both participating parties

(Ashman, 2001, 1098).

There are many other known types of partnerships that will not be reviewed in this thesis
due to irrelevance of the research objective. The selected partnership types (out-tasking,
offshoring, shared services, joint ventures, and strategic partnerships) provide a broad view
of how businesses can collaborate to enhance their operational capabilities. Other
partnership forms do not offer the same level of insight into the operational integration and
strategic alignment that are central to this thesis. The primary focus of this thesis is set on
partnership types that directly influence operational and collaborative dynamics, and while

other types of partnerships are important, they are outside the scope of this research.
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2.4 Partner selection and criterias

According to Paavola (2022, 8), partnership screening and selection is crucial within
partnership evaluation and development. As pivotal components of effective partnering,
partnership selection can prioritise aspects such as strategic alignment, cultural
compatibility, organisational harmony, and capability matching. Effectively navigating
partner selection necessitates breaking down the process into comprehensible sub-areas,
each of which can be thoroughly examined. According to Amid, Ghodsypour, and O’brien
(2009, 323), partner selection is one of the most important parts of supply chains and
partnerships as they can impact costs, quality, delivery and service which all have an impact

on achieving the objective(s) of the supply chain.

Schall (2013, 1) on the other hand suggests that there are methods companies can utilise to
assess the significance and importance of potential partners in various contexts. Such
measures have practical uses, including, comparison and rating competitors, meaning by
evaluating the importance of different partners, organisations can compare them against
competitors. This helps in understanding where each stands relative to others in terms of
partnership potential, strengths, and weaknesses; reputation evaluation, meaning assessing
partner importance assists in evaluating the reputation of potential partners. Organisations
can assess how reputable a partner is within their industry or market, which can influence
decisions regarding collaboration; and lastly performance evaluation of companies, meaning
understanding the importance of partners contributes to assessing the performance of
companies. By analysing the role and impact of partnerships, companies can better evaluate

their overall effectiveness and success.



DEFINE RECRUIT

Define the types of
partners you want to
work with and how you
want them to sell. Think
about what your program
stands for and how you
want to structure it.

VALIDATE

Recruit the right partners
the right way. Set targets
for number of partners to
recruit and clearly lay out
a recruitment strategy.

Validate why you want to
build a partner program in
the first place. Ensure
your organization is ready
and understand your
goals.

ENABLE

Enable your partners to
sell and implement your
products just as well as
you do. Start with what
matters most to them and
how your products can
help build their
businesses.

GROW

Grow existing
partnerships through co-
marketing and other
development programs.
Make sure you avoid
channel conflict, make
partners famous, and
build strategic joint GTMs
to continually grow the
Channel

Figure 3: PeopleHum’s proposal of a partner program.

ANALYZE

Analyze how each
partnership is going
against the targets you've
set out. Regularty
examine ROl and
compare indirect/direct
costs/benefits
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Paavola (2022, 8) found that trust, transparency, and the delivery of quality and value are

central factors in selecting and fostering strategic partnerships. Additionally, fostering

personal harmony across all levels of partnerships is crucial. In today's IT landscape, the

significance of price has decreased, with an increased emphasis on value delivered.

Attributes such as agility, adaptability, and the capacity to function within a multifaceted

network of vendors now carry greater weight. These insights can inform decision-making

and resource allocation within the case company's management regarding different business

development pursuits.

Bailey et al. (2008, 199) outline the key attributes of an ideal partner, emphasising the

following qualities:

Delivers on time.

Provides consistent quality.
Gives a good price.

Has a stable background.
Provides good service back-up.
Is responsive to our needs.
Keeps promises.

Provides technical support.

A SRR e

Keeps the buyer informed on progress.
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Expanding upon this, Bailey et al. (2008, 201) introduce additional criteria, noting that while

not all options may meet every expectation, buyers should prioritise their top three

preferences:
1. A sound financial base.
2. A suitable technical capability with modern facilities.
3. A total quality orientation.
4. Cost-effective management.
5. Good morale among the workforce.
6. Effective logistical arrangements.
7. A customer service mentality.

Research underscores the tendency of companies to maintain partnerships even in the face
of dissatisfaction, often prolonging relationships unnecessarily (Bailey et al., 2008, 203).
Recognizing this, prudent partner selection is essential, as transitioning between partners can
be strenuous due to intricate structures, contractual obligations, and implementation

complexities.

2.5 Known partnership challenges

Duysters et al. (1999, 345) argue that the failure rate of strategic alliances is around 50-60%.
Although this study was conducted in the late 1990s, recent studies suggest similar or even
higher failure rates. According to a 2007 Harvard Business Review article by Hughes and
Weiss, despite alliances accounting for up to 30% of some companies’ revenue and value,
about 60-70% of them fail. Additionally, a more recent Forbes blog post by Whitler (2014)
noted that while most companies view alliances and partnerships as crucial to their business,
approximately 60% of these partnerships fail. In the next section of this study, some known
challenges found in research journals will be presented to have a better understanding of the

underlying reasons why some partnerships might fail.

Throughout time, researchers have noticed the need for and developed various classification
systems for buyer-supplier relationships to support companies along their journey of
implementing suppliers to their operations as well as improve their joint operations

(Tangpong, Michalisin, Traub, Melcher, 2012, 153). Metters (2008) suggests that firms
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typically outsource or offshore non-critical activities or those not central to their competitive
advantage. Outsourcing decisions are influenced by various factors, including the loss of
institutional knowledge associated with outsourcing tasks, the complexity of the process,
and the associated costs. Outsourcing can also be difficult when taking into account that
when a task is being outsourced, the institutional knowledge concerning the task also leaves.
Offshoring, in particular, involves even higher costs due to its intricacies. However, certain
processes may be too significant to effectively outsource, leading to added complexities and
costs. Outsourcing larger processes may merely represent an additional layer of
management, thus complicating operations and adding costs. Buono (1997) also argues that
inter-organizational partnerships present a complex landscape, demanding sophisticated
management skills and capabilities. These include capacity to build strong relationships,
negotiate mutually beneficial agreements, and identify compatible partners who align with
shared values and objectives. Additionally, talented management involves striking a delicate
balance between granting autonomy and maintaining oversight, ensuring all stakeholders
receive an optimal blend of freedom and control. Especially in the software sector, many
projects have time constraints and finding a suitable partner with available resources during
the needed time frame is crucial. Establishing partnerships where the partner makes
compromises through booking a certain amount of resources for the buyer ensures the
partner is able to deliver, yet poses the risk of having resources standing still, shall the buyer

not need additional resources at a certain time frame (Fantina, 2005, 74).

Taylor (2005, 469) emphasises that the success of partnerships is dependent upon factors
such as adaptability, openness, human resource practices, and learning capabilities of the
partners during the implementation. Operational issues gain importance as partnerships
evolve, requiring strategic attention for fostering successful cooperative relationships.
Therefore, the research conducted by Taylor (2005, 469) suggests that partners should pay
more attention to operational implementation issues as a partnership evolves, in order to
achieve successful cooperative relationships. Operational implementation involves
formation and process factors, with a special emphasis on how managers nurture the
partnership’s implementation. Also, as highlighted by Lavie, Kang and Rosenkopf (2011, p.
1519), one challenge that companies may encounter when implementing a partnership
program, is that while pursuing exploration (trying new things) through new partnerships in

the structured domain can create new opportunities, it also amplifies risk and uncertainty.
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This arises from the lack of prior experience with new partners, making it difficult for the

firm to rely on established knowledge and familiarity.

Moe et al. (2013, 1225) found in their research on four small and medium-sized
Scandinavian software companies that have terminated their offshoring operations, that the
companies had in common that they all decided to terminate the offshoring due to low quality
of the software being developed. This was caused by an inability to build the necessary
human and social capital. The companies reported challenges with domain knowledge, a
lack of commitment of external developers, cultural clashes, poor communication and high
turnover, which only amplified the problems. After terminating their offshoring contracts,
all four companies shifted their sourcing strategy from offshore outsourcing to offshore
insourcing and partnerships. To counteract this challenging situation with human and social
capital, companies can alternatively opt for an outcome-based approach on outsourcing,

which will be presented more into detail later in this thesis.

An inherent divergence in partnerships lies in the differing viewpoints on profit between the
company outsourcing services and the service provider (Vitasek and Ledyard, 2013, 11).
While both entities share the overarching goal of making a profit, the means to achieve it
diverge, posing a fundamental challenge in collaborative efforts and working together for a
much broader definition of success.
“By nature, the company and the service provider have the same goal: to make
a profit. However, they approach this goal from opposite viewpoints. Cost to

the company that is outsourcing is revenue to the service provider.” (Vitasek
and Ledyard, 2013, 11).

Some online articles suggest that companies often have disagreeing perspectives on the
partnership's financials and should therefore sign a partnership agreement clearly stating the
main financial aspects prior to establishing the partnership. According to Simply-Docs and
ACCA Global (2024), companies should at least consider the following financial aspects;
capital investment; how much each partner invests into the business, income and share of
profits; how much each partner receives if the business makes a profit, withdrawals; how
much and how often is each partner allowed to withdraw profits, shares in asset value
changes; what happens when asset value changes, ownership of business assets; which are
the partners’ own assets and which assets belong to the partnership itself. Buono (1997, 256)
also found that companies engaged in partnerships can come across challenges in regards to

unwritten expectations associated with legal agreements, protection of each company’s core
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competencies as well as clarity and effectiveness of work flows including shared ways of
operating and areas of improvement. Meanwhile, Duysters et al. (1999, 345) argue that the
reason for partnership failure remains in companies entering partnerships with hidden
agendas. Such hidden agendas can be i.e. absorbing the other company’s knowledge, skills
or even assets. Duysters et al. (1999, 345) further argue that there is a risk of the partner
becoming a potential competitor through the gained knowledge and skills. It is stressed that
maintaining a balance between competition and cooperation is challenging for many
companies. Surprisingly, research has also proven that companies involved in more than one
partnership tend to have more stable relationships with their partners (Duysters et al., 1999,
345). Taking this into account, it is safe to conclude that companies can benefit from legal
advice regarding intellectual property protection before entering into partnerships. The
challenge of aligning individual interests with shared success is a recurrent theme in the
literature about partnerships and outsourcing. The common dilemma arises in conventional
outsourcing agreements, where mutual success becomes a significant challenge due to
conflicting goals of maximising individual revenues and profits (Vitasek and Ledyard, 2013,
11-14). Researchers have found that in some partnership dynamics, differing objectives can
often surface. As the client aims for top-notch service at minimal costs, the service provider
seeks to maximise profits through high margins and increased activities. This can result in a
capitalist approach, with each party striving to achieve their individual goals. However,
despite these efforts, the overall solution often fall short of optimization (Vitasek and
Ledyard, 2013, 10). Rather than addressing the root cause, temporary fixes are being
implemented to solve issues. This approach of addressing symptoms instead of underlying
causes is driven by the ease of fixing immediate issues, rather than tackling deeper
challenges. Consequently, decisions can be made in isolation to meet individual goals, rather

than considering the broader perspective (Vitasek and Ledyard, 2013, 10-11).

Another challenge presented by Parker and Hartley (1997, 116) is dependence and in some
cases power-imbalance among the two parties. On the other hand, dependence on a single
supplier can cause vulnerabilities for the buyer. If the supplier is unable to meet its
obligations due to unforeseen circumstances, the buyer’s operations could be impacted.
These situations can impact the buyer’s operations by constraining and limiting its
capabilities. Parker and Hartley (1997, 116) further argue that the buyer party faces the risk
of investing in an overly optimistic supplier. This can occur when the supplier's projections

and promises about performance and delivery are overly ambitious and not grounded in
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realistic assessments. As a result, the buyer may find themselves locked into a partnership
that fails to deliver the expected benefits, potentially leading to financial losses and
operational inefficiencies. Moreover, an overly optimistic supplier might underestimate the
challenges and complexities of the tasks at hand, leading to delays, cost overruns, and low
quality of delivered products or services. This scenario not only affects the buyer's
operational stability but also tarnishes the trust and reliability within the partnership, making

it unsustainable in the long run.

Other challenges due to insufficient partner selection and management presented by Fantina

(2005, 65) are, among others;

e paying beyond what the work is worth,

e difficulties in integrating code created by the subcontractor with in-house systems,
e schedule delays as milestones are missed or were not defined during initial planning,
e budget overruns,

e unacceptable quality, requiring time- and cost-consuming rework,

e inability to obtain ongoing support.

In conclusion, this comprehensive exploration delves into the intricate landscape of
implementing partner programs, shedding light on how organisations perceive and navigate
challenges when implementing a partnership program. Firstly, the importance of strategic
partner selection cannot be overstated, as evidenced by the high failure rates of strategic
alliances. Organisations must carefully evaluate potential partners based on factors such as
alignment of goals, compatibility, and trustworthiness to mitigate the risks associated with
partnership dynamics. Secondly, the successful implementation of partner programs is
dependent on effective communication, collaboration, and shared commitment to mutual
goals. Building and nurturing strong relationships with partners is important, requiring
sophisticated management skills and capabilities. Thirdly, challenges such as power
imbalances, dependence on single suppliers, and conflicting profit perspectives pose
significant challenges that organisations must navigate. Strategies to address these
challenges include clear communication, establishing mutually beneficial agreements, and
prioritising shared success over individual gains. Moreover, the findings underscore the
importance of ongoing evaluation and adaptation in partnership programs. Organisations
must remain agile and responsive to changing dynamics, continually reassessing their

strategies and refining their approaches to maximise the benefits of collaboration. Overall,
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this study provides valuable insights into the complexities of implementing partner programs

for organisations seeking to optimise their partnership strategies.

2.6 Known partnership benefits

Lavie et al. (2011, 1517) found in their research that as a company gets bigger, it becomes
harder to manage its resources efficiently. This can make it more difficult to switch between
trying new things (exploration) and sticking to what's already working (exploitation).
However, they found that when a company can keep a good balance between trying new
things and sticking to what works, it can still do well. The way a company achieves this
balance is more important than just making sure they have a mix of new and old strategies
in their partnerships. Lavie et al. (2011, 1517) further discuss different ways in which
companies try to balance between exploration and exploitation. Two common approaches
are temporal separation and organisational separation. Temporal separation means switching
between exploring new ideas and exploiting what works at different times. For example, a
company might focus on exploring new ideas for a while and then switch to focusing on
using those ideas effectively. This approach is based on the idea that companies can't do both
at the same time because they need to give each activity their full attention. Organisational
separation on the other hand refers to firms building dual governance into their organisation
with organisational units exclusively dedicated to either activity. This approach overcomes
the trade-off between the two conflicting activities of exploration and exploitation requiring
different learning opportunities, resources and routines, but on the other hand brings

managerial challenges (Lavie et al., 2011, 1518).

The study by Lavie et al. (2011, 1518) examined partnerships among US-based software
companies from 1990 to 2001 and investigated how balancing different aspects of their
operations influenced their performance. It was found that when companies balanced
between exploration and exploitation across different functions, it improved their
performance. However, attempting to balance partnerships within their organisational
structure didn't affect their market value or profits. Moreover, as companies grew larger,
balancing within their structure became less important, while balancing across different
functions became more crucial for success. These findings offer new insights into effective

partnership management and contribute to understanding how companies achieve success
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through partnerships. They also expand on previous research about balancing exploration

and exploitation in business and the management of partnerships for success.

“The industrialist Henry Ford once observed, “Coming together is the
beginning. Keeping together is progress. Working together is success.”
(Vitasek and Ledyard, 2013, 13).

Parker and Hartley (1997, 117) argue that partnerships bring the following benefits:

Avoidance of unnecessary costs of excessive tendering and frequent competitions
Fewer, dedicated suppliers

Long-term contracts

Coordinated strategies between buyers and suppliers

A sharing of risks and rewards

Single sourcing

Resulting mutual benefits (win-win outcomes)

On the other hand Parker and Hartley (1997, 121) argue that since partnership operations
generally exclude competition between possible suppliers, the supplier might end up serving
their products and/or services cheaper than they would have, had they won a supplier
competition. This may end up with lower profit margins and hence lower investment
possibilities for i.e. R&D and investment in new products, processes and equipment, posing
the supplier in a challenging situation taking into account today’s rapidly changing business

environment.

Metters (2008) suggest that processes affected by rapidly changing technologies are often
outsourced, as specialised firms can better keep pace with technological advancements as
they are built to focus on and specialise themselves in certain domains. Examples of such
external consulting companies are IBM, Accenture, Infosys, and Tata Consultancy Services
to name a few. Buono (1997) further comments that out-sourcing some parts of the business,
enable companies to focus on their core competencies, bringing flexibility and adaptability
to ever changing environments. Buono (1997) also adds that outsourcing can enable
companies to expand their business beyond their existing capabilities. However, as Paavola
(2022, 52) found, respondents of Paavola’s research stressed how finding partners with the
right and wide enough skill set was seen as challenging. In the modern technological
landscape and business environment, more specialised knowhow is in high demand and
finding such can become challenging. Also, although inadequate knowledge was not
considered a fundamental issue in itself, it compared with other aspects, such as dishonesty

or an inability to respond to feedback, were recognized as problematic. Moreover, the
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necessity for specialised capabilities, such as change management expertise, has forced
organisations to carefully reconsider their partner selection and development strategies.
Additionally, outsourcing (or insourcing) can be suitable for tasks characterised by
significant variability. For instance, activities fluctuating from requiring 50 people one day
to only 10 the next pose a challenge for firms if they maintain a fixed workforce. Hiring a
large workforce for occasional needs incurs substantial costs. However, outsourcing can
alleviate this variability by serving multiple clients with differing demand patterns (Oshri,

Kotlarsky and Willcocks, 2023, 30-31).

Partnership-based relationships offer unique advantages compared to competitive
relationships, including enhanced operational efficiency, increased information exchange,
and deeper commitment. Suppliers engaged in partnership-based relationships often
outperform those in competitive relationships and are more inclined to adopt just-in-time
programs without incurring additional costs. In marketing literature, this division is often
described as transactional versus relational (Tangpong et al., 2012, 154). Some researchers
suggest that strategic partnerships that have gained high mutual commitment, can bring
mutual benefits to both parties through larger investments into the joint business. High
dependency levels have also been proven to make the parties aim towards win-win situations
as they both have invested resources to the partnership (Tangpong et al., 2012, 162).
Banchuen etal. (2014, 111) have found in their research that mutual and strong relationships
between partners can increase product and service quality, reduce costs, bring higher levels

of flexibility, and decrease lead times.

In conclusion, this comprehensive exploration delves into the intricate landscape of
implementing partner programs, shedding light on how organisations perceive and navigate
benefits when implementing a partnership program. One crucial aspect highlighted was the
significance of achieving a balance between exploration and exploitation in partnerships, as
discussed by Lavie et al. (2011). This balance, essential for sustained success, necessitates
strategic approaches such as temporal and organisational separation to effectively manage
partnerships' dual demands. Moreover, partnerships offer various benefits, including cost
savings, risk-sharing, and coordinated strategies, as outlined by Parker and Hartley (1997).
Metters (2008) emphasises that outsourcing is often chosen for processes affected by rapidly
changing technologies, as specialised firms are better equipped to keep pace with

advancements in specific domains. Buono (1997) adds that outsourcing enables companies
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to focus on their core competencies, fostering flexibility and adaptability in dynamic
environments, while also expanding their business beyond existing capabilities. However,
challenges arise when companies look for highly specific specialised skill sets and come
across mismatches that underscore the complexities inherent in partnership dynamics. The
study underscores the importance of understanding the intricacies of partnership
management, emphasising the need for strategic alignment, effective communication, and

mutual commitment to foster successful partnerships.

2.7 Applicable theoretical frameworks for effective partnerships

2.7.1 Transaction cost economics

Tadelis and Williamson brought the idea of transactions being the foundation of economic
units (2012, 3). Williamson (2008, 5) further elaborates that TCE emphasises the
significance of transaction costs in shaping economic decisions, particularly in the context
of make-or-buy decisions and vertical integration. A problem of social cost demonstrates
that assuming zero transaction costs can make it difficult to understand the true nature of
externalities and the complexities of contracting in the real world. Similarly, another
examination of economic activity highlights the role of positive transaction costs,
particularly in vertical integration scenarios, where intra-firm transfers replace market
transactions. In the landscape of modern business, understanding transaction costs is
essential for organisations navigating partner programs. While the concept of zero
transaction costs is a simplifying assumption often made in economic analysis, the reality is
far more nuanced. Positive transaction costs exist, and they encompass a multitude of
possibilities that must be prioritised, conceptualised, and operationalised. In the context of
this thesis, acknowledging the presence of transaction costs sheds light on the complexities

of implementing partner programs.

Outsourcing costs are called transaction costs (relating to search, planning, negotiating,
monitoring, and enforcement) and the insourcing costs are called management costs (relating
to administration, control and monitoring as well as the costs of using low-powered
bureaucratic incentives) (Blomqvist et al., 2002, 3). Blomgvist et al. (2002, 3) further discuss

the theoretical framework of optimal governance structure in economic transactions,
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focusing on how to balance different types of costs to maximise overall benefits and surplus
of a business. This involves carefully considering factors such as bounded rationality,
opportunism, information asymmetry, transaction frequency and asset specificity, which can
influence transaction costs and potential unequal split of benefits among the business
partners. Bounded rationality refers to human cognitive limitations in processing
information and making decisions, while opportunism refers to self-interest seeking with
guile, where parties may exploit situations to their advantage. Information asymmetry refers
to situations where information is unevenly distributed among parties, leading to
asymmetries, while frequency of transactions involves how often transactions occur; as
frequent transactions might justify different governance structures than infrequent ones.
Lastly, asset specificity refers to the degree to which assets can be redeployed to alternative
uses and by alternative users without losing productive value. High asset specificity means
assets are tailored to particular transactions or relationships, making them less useful
elsewhere. By recognising the significance of transaction costs, management costs, and the
factors influencing them, as well as the economic underpinnings of collaborative efforts,
organisations can make informed decisions regarding the optimal management structures for
their partnerships. Furthermore, incorporating transaction cost economics into the analysis
can provide insights into the success factors of partnerships, such as alignment of goals,
communication effectiveness, and trust, ultimately contributing to a comprehensive

evaluation of effective program evaluation.

2.7.2 Resource-based view

Researchers argue that the resource-based view is characterised as a strategic approach
wherein companies recognize their resources, capabilities, and competencies as pivotal
factors contributing to their competitive advantage. Within this perspective, companies
strive to accumulate a repository of knowledge resources derived from their historical
evolution, operational routines, and ongoing learning processes (Albuquerque, Cleiciele, &
José, 2015, 174; Sui, Jiao, Wang & Wang, 2024, 2). The resource-based view further
perceives that companies should acquire and develop competencies embodying VRIN
attributes, those that are Valuable, Rare, Imperfectly Imitable, and Non-Substitutable, seen
as the core competencies of the company and key contributors to a company’s sustainable

competitive advantage (Sui et al., 2024, 2). Including the resource-based view in this thesis
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is essential because it offers a complementary perspective on how organisations can achieve
and sustain competitive advantage through effective partner programs. It underscores the
importance of strategic resource management in forming and maintaining effective
partnerships, which is crucial for navigating the complexities and challenges associated with

implementing partnership programs.

2.7.3 Dynamic capabilities

Dynamic capabilities are defined by Zollo and Winter (2002, 340) as a “learned and stable
pattern of collective activity through which the organisation systematically generates and
modifies its operating routines in pursuit of improved effectiveness”. Teece, Peteraf and Leih
(2016, 18) further define that a firm’s dynamic capability should govern how it integrates,
builds and reconfigures internal and external competences to address changing business
environments. According to Teece et al. (2016, 18), dynamic capabilities define a firm’s
ability to innovate, adapt to change and improve in a way that is favourable to the customer
yet unfavourable to their competitors. Furthermore, Teece et al. (2016) argue that for
organisations to be able to manage uncertainty, they must have strong dynamic capabilities.
As today’s technological landscape is changing rapidly, many researchers have switched
their focus from managing stable human resources, assets (tangible and intangible),
processes, and administrative systems (internal and external) to adaptive and constantly
changing environments, bringing focus to adaptability and agility (Teece et al., 2016).
Researchers seem to suggest that companies should shift their focus to improving their
agility no matter the cost, enabling a constant state of transformation (Teece, Pisano, Shuen,
1997). By integrating the concept of dynamic capabilities into the thesis, it provides a
comprehensive framework for analysing how organisations can effectively manage the
balance between the benefits and challenges of partner programs. This theoretical lens allows
for a deeper understanding of the mechanisms that drive successful partnerships and offers
practical insights into how organisations can enhance their dynamic capabilities to better
navigate the complexities of collaborative efforts. In conclusion, the incorporation of
dynamic capabilities is important for addressing the core research question of this thesis. It
enhances the analysis by linking the theoretical underpinnings of organisational adaptability

and resilience with the practical aspects of implementing and managing partner programs.
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This approach ensures an insightful analysis of how organisations can optimise their

partnership implementation projects.

2.7.4 The Vested business model

The Vested business model introduces a transformative approach where the golden rule is to
avoid winning at the expense of the service provider and vice versa (Vitasek and Ledyard,
2013, 14-15). This model emphasises collaboration that prioritises a mutually beneficial,
complete solution, aligning with Ford's vision of working together for success. In this model,
the economics are structured in such a way that the outsourcing company reduces its costs
while maintaining or increasing service levels while the service provider improves its profits.
The Vested model is described by Vitasek and Ledyard (2013, 44) as a hybrid of outcome-
based and shared-value principles that create value for each party. The idea lies in the
company wanting the service provider to perform beyond a strict set of directed tasks and
instead develop a solution based on mutual advantage to achieve shared benefits. By
integrating the Vested model into the theoretical framework, it highlights the importance of
fostering trust, cooperation, and mutual value creation in partnerships. This relational
perspective offers insights into how organisations can build sustainable and mutually
beneficial relationships with their partners, ultimately enhancing the effectiveness of partner
programs. Moreover, the Vested model's emphasis on shared outcomes and long-term
collaboration resonates with the thesis's objective of understanding the dynamics of

successful partnership management.

2.7.5 Outcome-based approach to outsourcing

Instead of applying transaction-based or performance-based approaches, companies can
apply an outcome-based approach where both parties work for a common goal, both
financially but also strategically speaking. In essence, this aligns with the principles of
Vested, encouraging companies to go 'the whole nine yards' by fostering collaborative
innovation, mutual benefit, and a shared commitment to unlocking the most efficient and
effective solutions. Just as Vested emphasises the elimination of non-value-added activities,

it extends beyond basic Lean principles to thrive in an outsourcing business environment.
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The result is a seamless integration of efforts, allowing companies to remain distinct entities
while pursuing shared objectives, ultimately ensuring intangible success in their
collaborative endeavours. From a larger perspective this includes both parties of the
outsourcing relationship, or partnership if you will, need to work under identical principles

and with identical objectives (Vitasek and Ledyard, 2013, 15). To summarise, both parties

3 ¢

should have a “we” mindset opposed to an “us” and “them” mindset. Integrating the
outcome-based approach into the theoretical framework of this thesis enhances our
understanding of how organisations can optimise their partner programs for mutual success.
By prioritising shared goals and aligning incentives, companies can foster a collaborative
environment where both parties are motivated to work towards a common purpose. This
resonates with the overarching theme of the thesis, which focuses on exploring how
organisations perceive and manage the balance between benefits and challenges in
implementing partner programs. In summary, the outcome-based approach serves as a
comprehensive business model that guides organisations in structuring their partnerships for
mutual benefit and long-term success. By embracing this approach, companies can enhance

their collaborative efforts, drive innovation, and unlock the full potential of their partner

programs.
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3 Data and methods

This section introduces the methodology used to acquire and analyse the data essential for
addressing the research inquiries in this thesis. The chosen approach centres on the conduct
of an in-depth questionnaire filled by key representatives actively engaged in the case
company's partnership program. Through this questionnaire, qualitative insights are
garnered, providing a comprehensive understanding of the intricate dynamics of partnership
management within the company. The rationale behind the selection of this methodology
lies in its capacity to capture nuanced perspectives and firsthand experiences, thereby
offering comprehensive insights into the benefits and challenges associated with the
implementation of partner operations in software companies. This section also outlines the
key components of the methodology, clarifying the participant selection process, interview
structure, and the utilisation of supplementary data. By transparently presenting the data
collection and analysis methods, the groundwork is laid for an insightful exploration of the

intricacies surrounding partner operations in the software industry.

3.1 Case company

The research examines a prominent Nordic Software as a Service (SaaS) company operating
in the B2B sector, catering to global retailers. Due to confidentiality requirements, the
company's name cannot be disclosed. Nevertheless, a brief overview of its core business
reveals a strong commitment to delivering innovative solutions within the retail industry.
This enterprise plays a significant role in shaping the landscape of B2B services for retailers
worldwide. Notably, the company has made substantial progress in recent years to establish
and enhance its partnership program, reflecting its proactive approach to collaboration and
industry leadership. These initiatives signify the company's strategic vision and underscore
its pivotal role within the sector. Throughout the thesis, this case company will serve as a
key subject of analysis, offering valuable insights into strategic considerations and industry

dynamics.

In partnership implementations, the case company handles SaaS revenue and internal costs,

while the partner manages implementation revenue, costs, and subcontracting costs. The
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case company generates revenue from SaaS subscriptions and covers internal costs related
to platform maintenance and development, while the partners earn revenue from
implementation fees, incur costs for project execution (e.g., project management,
customization), and may engage in subcontracting, incurring additional costs for external

services or expertise.

3.2 Data and data collection

Due to missing, inaccessible, or insufficient data, the research is conducted based on
questionnaire answers instead of being fully data-based. Questionnaire results are analysed
meant to support companies in the early phases of starting to implement partnerships into
their operations. Due to the company’s wish to remain anonymous, any company specific
data will not be shared or analysed. Replient information is also kept confidential.
Questionnaire questions are strictly regarding benefits and challenges of the partnership
program implementation, and no factual numbers about the company’s financials are

mentioned in this research.

The data collection process for this thesis was primarily conducted through an in-depth likert
scale questionnaire, answered by representatives from the case company. The likert scale
included five options, strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree and strongly agree. The
selected participants were professionals actively engaged in the company's partnership
program, possessing firsthand insights into its operations and collaborative strategies. The
questionnaire was conducted in March 2024 and replicant identities are kept anonymous as
per the case company’s request. These questionnaire answers served as a primary source of
qualitative data, allowing for a comprehensive exploration of the company's approach to
partnership implementation and its impact on overall business strategies. The decision to
focus on a questionnaire with the professionals within the company's partnership program
was intentional, as it provided a nuanced understanding of the intricacies involved in
managing and promoting successful collaborations. Replicants, representing not only the
company's operational side but also the finance department, are integral to the partnership
operations. They offer a broad perspective, considering both operational efficiency and
financial viability when evaluating collaborative initiatives. With a tenure of 2-7 years within

the company and 2-10 years of experience in the SaaS industry, replicants bring experiential
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knowledge and expertise to the case analysis. Their diverse backgrounds and extensive
industry experience ensure a comprehensive examination of partnership dynamics,

encompassing operational efficacy and financial implications.

Interviewee | Position of the interviewee

1 Director, Partner Success

2 Director, Project Delivery

3 Head of Partner Success Management

4 Head of Partner Enablement & Certification
5 Development manager, Partner success

6 Business Controller

Figure 4. List of case company interviewees and their positions

The questionnaire allowed for the collection of rich, contextual information, capturing the
perspectives and experiences of those directly involved in shaping and executing partnership
initiatives. Keeping in mind the research question of “How do organisations perceive and
navigate the balance between benefits and challenges in implementing partner programs, and
what insights can be gathered from qualitative data, gathered through a questionnaire, to
inform a comprehensive analysis of effective program evaluation?”, choosing a
questionnaire answered by the partner program professionals seemed like a relevant
selection. The decision to focus on a questionnaire with partner program professionals aligns
with the intricate nature of the research question. The qualitative data obtained from the
questionnaire is anticipated to provide nuanced perspectives, shedding light on how
organisations conceptualise and handle the balance between the benefits and challenges in
partner program implementation. Following the presentation of the questionnaire findings,
a thorough discussion and analysis of the findings and previous research findings is essential
to contextualise the data, understand its implications, and draw informed conclusions about

the subject.
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3.3 Trustworthiness of the study

The integrity and reliability of research findings are fundamental within the academic
domain, warranting a detailed approach to methodological design and data collection.
Despite encountering challenges such as the absence of comprehensive data sets, this study
has followed principles of trustworthiness to safeguard the validity and credibility of its

outcomes.

Central to the study's methodology is the utilisation of an in-depth questionnaire,
intentionally directed towards market professionals actively working with the company's
partnership program. This deliberate choice aimed to receive firsthand insights and
experiential knowledge crucial for an insightful examination of partnership dynamics within
the selected company. Notwithstanding the subjectivity risks associated with qualitative
inquiry, precise measures were taken to mitigate potential biases. Specifically, the
questionnaire topics and questions were restricted solely to the evaluation of the benefits and
challenges of partnership program implementation, refraining from soliciting proprietary or
numerical data. Furthermore, strict protocols were observed to maintain the confidentiality
of participating entities, safeguarding against any compromise to data integrity. Enhancing
the questionnaire-derived insights, employees working in the finance department,
specifically working among partnership financials, were intentionally participating in the
questionnaire to ensure both the operational and financial point of views are taken into
account. This combination of perspectives serves to support the study's analytical
foundation, providing a comprehensive perspective essential for academic discourse.
However, due to inaccessible financial data, the research participants' opinions can’t be

proven and confirmed to 100%.

To summarise, while there are methodological limitations, this study exemplifies a
commitment to ensuring the trustworthiness and validity of its findings. Through precise
methodological choices and careful data handling, this research aims towards substantive
contributions to scholarly discourse surrounding partnership program evaluation and

strategic decision-making in regards to partnership program implementations.
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4 Results and findings

Six representatives from the case company, each bringing diverse roles and extensive
experience within both the company and the SaaS industry, actively engaged in the
questionnaire. On average, these participants have a tenure of 4 years within the case
company, coupled with an average of 5,5 years of experience specifically in the SaaS
industry. Their roles span across specialists, heads of departments, and directors, providing

a comprehensive perspective on the subject matter.

Keeping in mind the research question of “How do organisations perceive and navigate the
balance between benefits and challenges in implementing partner programs, and what
insights can be gathered from qualitative data, gathered through a questionnaire, to inform a
comprehensive analysis of effective program evaluation?”, we’ll begin presenting the results
on how the company representatives have perceived the benefits and challenges in
implementing a partner program on a general level. After this, we’ll delve into the results

analysing them on a role and experience level.

4.1 Questionnaire results

The questionnaire utilised in this study was thoroughly constructed, encompassing six
distinct sections: Reason for partnering, Partner selection & criteria, Agreements, contracts,
and legal aspects, Known key factors of a successful partnership, Developing an
implementation plan for a partnership, and Overall assessment of partnership impact.
Through these sections, the research aims to provide valuable insights into the intricacies of
partnership dynamics within the case company. The categorization of questionnaire topics
is based on themes frequently discussed in research literature on partnership operations.
Additionally, dividing the questionnaire into sections helps respondents focus more easily
when completing it. Based on the qualitative data gathered through the questionnaire, several
key insights emerge regarding how the organisation perceives and navigates the balance
between benefits and challenges in implementing their partner program. Notably, the
respondents were divided into three distinct groups based on their roles within the

organisation: Directors, Heads of Departments, and Specialists. Each group brings unique
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perspectives, experiences, and responsibilities to the table, providing valuable insights into
how different stakeholders perceive and evaluate organisational strategies and practices. By
analysing the responses from these diverse groups, this report aims to offer a nuanced
understanding of the strengths, challenges, and opportunities associated with partnership
initiatives. Through this exploration, key areas for improvement can be identified, alignment
across different levels of the organisation can be fostered, and the effectiveness of

partnership strategies can be enhanced to drive sustainable growth and success.

4.2 Overall insights

Across all roles, there is a predominant agreement with the statements in the questionnaire.
The combined percentage of strongly agree and agree responses across roles ranges from
58% to 62%, indicating general alignment with the statements presented. This level of
agreement suggests a shared understanding or appreciation for the organisation's strategies
and practices across different roles, which can contribute to cohesion and unity in pursuing

organisational goals.

Neutral responses range from 15% to 28% across roles, suggesting that a significant portion
of respondents may have reservations or uncertainties about some aspects covered in the
questionnaire. Neutral responses could indicate areas where stakeholders require further
clarification, additional information, or where opinions are evenly split, highlighting the

need for deeper exploration or communication.

Disagreement levels vary slightly among roles, with percentages ranging from 16% to 26%.
While disagreement is relatively low compared to agreement and neutral responses, it still
highlights areas of divergence or disagreement among respondents. Disagreement may stem
from differing perspectives, experiences, or expectations among stakeholders, which can

signify areas for potential improvement, refinement, or reconciliation of viewpoints.
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4.3 Role-specific insights

Directors tend to have slightly higher levels of disagreement compared to other roles, with
21% expressing disagreement. This may indicate that directors have more critical
perspectives or higher expectations regarding certain aspects covered in the questionnaire.
Directors typically possess a broader perspective on organisational goals and objectives.
Therefore, their disagreement may stem from a desire to ensure that strategies and practices
align closely with long-term organisational vision and objectives. Their input can be crucial
in refining strategies and ensuring their effectiveness in achieving overarching goals. It is
noteworthy that there are no strongly disagree responses across all roles, indicating a general

consensus or lack of extreme opposition to the statements presented in the questionnaire.

Heads of departments show a balanced distribution of responses, with neutral responses
being the highest at 28%. This suggests that heads of departments may have a more cautious
or balanced approach to evaluating the statements. As key leaders within their respective
departments, heads of departments play a pivotal role in translating organisational strategies
into actionable plans. Their neutral responses may indicate a need for further clarity or

alignment between overarching strategies and departmental objectives.

Specialists exhibit a similar pattern to the overall results, with a notable proportion of neutral
responses (24%) and a relatively lower level of disagreement (16%). The relatively lower
level of disagreement among specialists, at 16%, suggests that while they may have unique
insights or reservations regarding certain aspects covered in the questionnaire, their
disagreement is less pronounced compared to other roles. This could still indicate that
specialists have specific concerns or considerations based on their deep understanding of the
intricacies within their areas of specialisation, which are crucial for ensuring the

effectiveness and alignment of organisational strategies and practices.

In conclusion, while there is overall agreement with the statements in the questionnaire, there
are notable variations in response patterns among different roles. The presence of neutral
and disagreement responses suggests areas of ambiguity or disagreement that may warrant
further investigation or discussion to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the

respondents’ perspectives.
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Total 100 %
Strongly agree 21% 100 %
Agree 38% 59 %
Neutral 24 % 24 %
Disagree 16 % 17 %
Strongly disagree 0%

Figure 5: Questionnaire results all sections, answers by all roles.

Director Head of Specialist
Total 100 % Total 100% Total 100 %
Strongly agree 22% 100 % Strongly agree 19% 100 % Strongly agree 20% 100 %
Agree 42% 64 % Agree 34% 53% Agree 40% 60%
Neutral 15% 15% Neutral 28% 28% N§Utf3| 24% 24%
Disagree 21% 21% Disagree 19% 19% Disagree ! 16 % 16%
Strongly disagree 1% Strongly disagree 0% Strongly disagree 0%
Figure 6: Questionnaire results all Figure 7: Questionnaire results all Figure 8: Questionnaire results all
sections, answers by role director. sections, answers by role head of. sections, answers by role specialist.

4.4 Questionnaire section-specific insights

In the following section, insights from the section-specific questionnaire results will be
presented.

4.4.1 Reason for partnering

Five out of six representatives agreed, and one abstained from giving an opinion, that the
company’s decision to engage in partnerships is driven by a clear understanding of the
strategic objectives and business goals that the company aims to achieve. The majority
indicated that these decisions are influenced by a comprehensive analysis of market trends,
identifying areas where collaboration could provide a competitive advantage. This suggests
that strategic foresight plays a significant role in driving partnership decisions. All six
representatives agreed that the company has identified specific reasons for partnering, such
as expanding market reach, enhancing product functionality, or accessing new customer
segments. This highlights a clear understanding of the potential benefits that partnerships
can offer. Most representatives agreed that the company regularly assesses the alignment of

partner activities with overall business objectives to ensure ongoing relevance and strategic
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fit, with three strongly agreeing, two agreeing, and one disagreeing with the statement.
Additionally, the majority of representatives agreed that the company actively seeks
feedback from key stakeholders to validate and refine the reasons for entering into specific
partnerships. This underscores the importance of stakeholder engagement in the partnership
decision-making process. As with claim 1.4, this claim showed differing opinions based on
industry experience. Representatives with longer industry experience tended to disagree with
the claim, while those with shorter industry experience strongly agreed with it. Most
representatives agreed that the company's decision to embark on partnerships was informed
by a thorough assessment of financial prospects, although one representative disagreed. This
suggests a generally pragmatic approach to partnership decision-making, with a focus on

potential economic benefits and value creation.

The question of whether the company’s decision to engage in partnerships was influenced
by a comprehensive analysis of market trends, identifying areas where collaboration could
provide a competitive advantage, received varied responses: 1 disagree, 2 neutrals, 2 agrees,
and 1 strongly agree. Similarly, opinions on whether the company has a mechanism in place
to continuously reassess the reasons for partnering, adapting to changes in the industry
landscape and business objectives, also differed: 2 disagrees, 3 agrees, and 1 strongly agree.
Notably, differing opinions on this matter were expressed by respondents with extensive
industry experience. Views also varied on whether the decision to form partnerships was
influenced by a comprehensive analysis of potential risks and benefits, with responses
including 2 disagrees, 1 agree, and 3 strongly agree. Disagreements tended to correlate with
industry experience, suggesting a need for more nuanced risk-benefit assessment
methodologies that consider both short-term gains and long-term sustainability. Opinions
were divided regarding whether the company's decision to embark on partnerships was
shaped by a thorough examination of learning opportunities. Once again, representatives
with longer industry experience expressed more scepticism, indicating potential areas for

improvement in recognizing and leveraging learning opportunities through partnerships.

In conclusion, the survey results reveal a strong strategic orientation within the organisation
regarding partnership decisions, with a clear understanding of strategic objectives and
potential benefits. However, there are notable areas for improvement, particularly in terms
of continuous evaluation, risk-benefit analysis, and recognition of learning opportunities.

The varied responses regarding the influence of market trends, continuous reassessment
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mechanisms, and risk-benefit analysis highlight the need for more comprehensive and
nuanced decision-making processes. Additionally, the differences in perspectives based on
industry experience underscore the importance of leveraging diverse insights to inform
partnership strategies and enhance overall performance. Addressing these areas of
improvement can enhance the effectiveness of the partnership program and contribute to
more informed decision-making processes. By fostering a culture of continuous evaluation,
leveraging diverse perspectives, and enhancing stakeholder engagement, the organisation
can optimise its partnership strategies and drive sustainable growth and success in
collaborative endeavours. Moving forward, proactive steps to address these areas of
improvement will be essential for strengthening the organisation's partnership program and

maximising the value of collaborative efforts.

M Strongly disagree M Disagree M Neutral M Agree M Strongly agree

The decision to enter into a partnership was
driven by a clear understanding of the strategic...

The company has identified specific reasons for
partnering, such as expanding market reach,...

The company's decision to engage in partnerships
was influenced by a comprehensive analysis of.

The company has a mechanism in place to
continuously reassess the reasons for partnering,...

The company regularly assesses the alignment of
partner activities with overall business objectives...

The decision to form partnerships was influenced
by a comprehensive analysis of potential risks an...

The company actively seeks feedback from key
stakeholders (customers, employees, etc.) to...

The company's decision to embark on -I-
partnerships was shaped by a thorough...

The company's decision to nurture partnerships ._
was informed by a diligent assessment of financi...

100% 0% 100%

Figure 9: Questionnaire results section 1, Reason for partnering
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partnering, split by experience. partnering, split by role.
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4.4.2 Partner selection & criteria

Representatives mostly agreed on the importance of considering the geographic reach and
market presence of potential partners, with five out of six representatives agreeing and one
remaining neutral. Claim 2.5 was the most agreed upon in section 2, showcasing the critical
role these factors play in partner selection and strategy alignment. Additionally,
representatives generally agreed that the company actively seeks feedback from key
stakeholders to validate and refine partnerships, with four out of six representatives agreeing,
one disagreeing, and one remaining neutral. The assessment of potential challenges and
opportunities in partnerships, including the extent to which partners might be working
closely with competitors, also received agreeing responses, suggesting a recognition of the
importance of understanding competitive dynamics in partnership decisions. Similarly, the
claim that the company navigates potential opportunities even with companies that work
closely with competitors received positive responses, indicating a willingness to explore

collaboration opportunities despite competitive dynamics.

The clarity of the company's criteria for selecting partners, including expertise in the IT and
SaaS industry, a proven track record, and alignment with the company's values, appears to
be uncertain to representatives. Responses were mixed, with some neutral, one disagreement,
and two agreements, suggesting a potential lack of consensus or communication regarding
partner selection criteria within the organisation. Similarly, the process of evaluating
potential partners' financial stability, reputation, and commitment to long-term collaboration
seems unclear to representatives, with two disagreements from experienced representatives
and four neutral responses. The consideration of cultural fit and shared values in partner
selection also appears ambiguous, with mixed responses including one disagreement, four
neutrals, and one agreement. The involvement of multiple departments in the partner
selection process also received mixed responses, with one disagreement, four neutrals, and
one agreement. Additionally, the inclusion of assessments of partners' commitment to
sustainable and ethical business practices in partner evaluations was unclear, with two
disagreements, three neutrals, and one agreement. The importance of agility, flexibility, and
the ability to operate in a value network of multi-vendor environments in partner selection
received mixed responses, indicating varying perceptions of their significance in the

selection process. The involvement of cross-functional teams in partner selection processes
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was met with disagreement from three representatives and neutrality from three others. As
three representatives disagreed and three remained neutral, claim 2.6 appeared to be the most

disagreed-upon claim in section 2.

In conclusion, the questionnaire results reveal both areas of consensus and areas of
uncertainty and disagreement in the company's partner selection processes. Representatives
generally agree on the importance of factors such as geographic reach and market presence
in partner selection, as well as the value of seeking feedback from key stakeholders and
recognizing competitive dynamics in partnership decisions. However, there are notable areas
of uncertainty and disagreement regarding the clarity of partner selection criteria, the
evaluation of partners' financial stability and commitment, and the consideration of
sustainability and ethical practices. The involvement of multiple departments and cross-
functional teams in partner selection processes also appeared to be points of debate.
Addressing these areas of ambiguity and disagreement is crucial for enhancing the
effectiveness and transparency of partner selection processes. By clarifying selection
criteria, improving evaluation processes, and fostering cross-functional collaboration, the
company can strengthen its partner selection strategies and pave the way for more successful

partnerships.

M Strongly disagree M Disagree M Neutral W Agree M Strongly agree
The company has well-defined criteria for selecting
partners, including expertise in the IT and Saas...

The partner selection process involves a thorough
evaluation of potential partners' financial stability,...
The company considers cultural fit and shared values
when selecting partners to ensure a harmonious an...
The partner selection process involves input from
multiple departments within the company, ie.

The company considers the geographic reach and
market presence of potential partners, aiming for a...
Cross-functional teams are involved in partner
selection, ensuring a holistic evaluation that takes in...
The company actively seeks feedback from key
stakeholders (customers, employees, etc.) to validat...
Partner evaluations include an assessment of each
partner's commitment to sustainable and ethical...
Agility, flexibility and ability to operate in a value
netwark of multivendor environments play a vital rol
Assessing potential challenges and opportunities in
partnerships, the company seeks to understand the.
The company navigates the potential opportunities
even in companies that work closely together with.

100% 0% 100%

Figure 12: Questionnaire results section 2, Partner selection & criteria.
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Figure 13: Questionnaire results section 2, Partner Figure 14: Questionnaire results section 2, Partner

selection & criteria, split by experience. selection & criteria, split by role.

4.4.3 Agreements, contracts and legal

The representatives agree that the selected partnership type has the ability to facilitate a
mutually beneficial exchange of resources and expertise, fostering innovation and shared
success, with strong agreement from five out of six representatives, with one remaining

neutral.

However, there is ambiguity in how effectively the selected partnership type is
communicated to both internal and external stakeholders. This claim received mixed
responses: two disagreements, three neutrals, and one agreement. Similarly, the assessment
of legal and contractual implications of the chosen partnership type had varied feedback,
with one disagreement, two neutrals, two agreements, and one strong agreement.
Representatives with longer industry experience had opposing views on this claim. The
claim that the company periodically reviews the landscape of partnership models to explore
opportunities for diversification also resulted in mixed responses. Representatives with
longer industry experience tended to disagree, while those with shorter experience either
agreed or remained neutral. Responses were equally mixed regarding whether the company
actively evaluates and acknowledges the role of trust in fostering cooperation within its
partnerships. This claim received one disagreement, two neutrals, two agreements, and one
strong agreement. Once again, representatives with longer industry experience had

contrasting opinions on this claim.

In conclusion, the questionnaire results indicate a general consensus among representatives
regarding the company's willingness to explore collaboration opportunities and the potential

for mutually beneficial exchanges in selected partnership types. However, there are notable
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areas of uncertainty and divergence in communication effectiveness, legal assessment, and
the role of trust in partnerships. The mixed responses regarding the communication of
partnership types to stakeholders, assessment of legal implications, and the evaluation of
trust highlight potential areas for improvement in partnership management practices.
Addressing these areas can enhance the company's ability to foster effective collaboration
and maximise the benefits of its partnerships. Moreover, the differences in perspectives
based on industry experience underscore the importance of leveraging diverse insights to
inform partnership strategies and decision-making processes. By incorporating varied
perspectives and addressing areas of uncertainty, the company can strengthen its partnership

management practices and enhance the overall effectiveness of its collaborative efforts.

M Strongly disagree M Disagree M MNeutral M Agree M Strongly agree

The company has a clear understanding of different

types of partnerships and has selected a partnership... _
The selected partnership type (e.g., strategic alliance,

reseller partnership) has been communicated...

The company has assessed the legal and contractual

implications of the chosen partnership type, ensurin

The company periodically reviews the landscape of

partnership models, exploring opportunities to_.

The selected partnership type allows for a mutually I
beneficial exchange of resources and expertise,..

The company actively evaluates and acknowledges

the role of trust in fostering cooperation within its...

100% 0% 100%

Figure 15: Questionnaire results section 3, Agreements, contracts and legal.
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Figure 16: Questionnaire results section 3, Agreements, Figure 17: Questionnaire results section 3, Agreements,

contracts and legal, split by experience. contracts and legal, split by role.

4.4.4 Known key factors of a successful partnership

The majority of representatives, including four who agreed and one who strongly agreed,
believe that the company has identified key success factors for partnerships and has

incorporated them into its partnership strategy. One representative remained neutral on this
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claim. Representatives overwhelmingly support the notion that the company actively seeks
feedback from partners to identify areas of improvement and enhance the overall success of
partnerships. This claim received strong agreement from four representatives, agreement
from one, with only one remaining neutral. All representatives unitedly agreed that the
company provides ongoing training and resources to partners, ensuring they stay updated on

product developments and industry trends.

The claim that the company conducts regular benchmarking against industry standards to
ensure its partnership practices are at the forefront of best practices received mixed
responses. While one representative disagreed, the majority (five representatives) remained
neutral. Notably, receiving five neutral responses makes this claim stand out as the one with
the highest number of neutrals in the entire questionnaire. Responses to the claim that the
company actively participates in industry forums and conferences to stay updated on
evolving best practices in partnership management varied. One representative strongly
disagreed, another disagreed, three remained neutral, and one agreed. Interestingly, this
claim stood out as it received the only strongly disagree response in the entire questionnaire.
The claim that the company maintains a knowledge repository documenting lessons learned
from past partnerships to facilitate continuous improvement also received mixed responses.

Two representatives disagreed, one remained neutral, and three agreed.

In conclusion, the questionnaire results underscore several strengths in the company's
approach to partnerships, including its active seeking of partner feedback, ongoing training
initiatives, and identification of key success factors. These aspects contribute to the
company's ability to foster strong and successful partnerships. However, the mixed
responses regarding regular benchmarking against industry standards and the maintenance
of a knowledge repository for continuous improvement suggest areas for enhancement.
Furthermore, the varying responses to engagement in industry forums and conferences
highlight the unclarity of participation in conferences and acquisition of external knowledge

for staying up-to-date of evolving best practices.
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M Strongly disagree M Disagree M Neutral M Agree M Strongly agree

The company has identified key success factors for
partnerships and has incorporated them into its

The company actively seeks feedback from partners
to identify areas of improvement and enhance the...
The company provides ongoing training and
resources to partners, ensuring they stay updated o...
The company conducts regular benchmarking against
industry standards to ensure that its partnership...
The company actively participates in industry forums
and conferences to stay updated on evolving best...
The company maintains a knowledge repository that
documents lessons learned from past partnerships,

100% 0% 100%

Figure 18: Questionnaire results section 4, Known key factors of a successful partnership.
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Figure 19: Questionnaire results section 4, Known key Figure 20: Questionnaire results section 4, Known key
factors of a successful partnership, split by experience. factors of a successful partnership, split by role.

4.4.5 Developing an implementation plan for a partnership

The claim that the company actively seeks partner feedback during the development of the
implementation plan received generally positive responses, with four agreements and one
neutral. However, one representative disagreed. The responses varied slightly concerning
the claim about the inclusion of mechanisms for addressing unforeseen challenges and
adapting to changes during partnerships. While three representatives agreed and one strongly
agreed, two representatives disagreed with the claim, albeit the majority expressed
agreement. Similarly, the claim that the company has established key performance indicators
(KPIs) for measuring the success of each partnership received strong agreement, with four
agreements and one strongly agreeing. This claim stood out as the most agreed-upon claim

in this section.

The claim regarding the company having a well-detailed implementation plan for each
partnership garnered mixed responses, with two disagrees, one neutral, two agrees, and one
strongly agree. It's notable that representatives with longer industry experience tended to

disagree, while those with shorter experience tended to agree. Similarly, the claim about the
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implementation plan accommodating varying partner readiness levels resulted in a perfect
tie, with two disagrees, two neutrals, and two agrees. Likewise, the inclusion of a risk
mitigation strategy in the implementation plan also resulted in a perfect tie, with two
disagrees, two neutrals, and two agrees. In contrast, the claim about actively involving
partners in the co-creation of the implementation plan received the most disagreement in this

section, with four disagreements, one neutral, and one agreement.

In conclusion, the survey results highlight several strengths in the company's partnership
implementation strategies, including actively seeking partner feedback and establishing key
performance indicators (KPIs). Additionally, the company demonstrates a proactive stance
in addressing unforeseen challenges during partnerships. However, there are also areas
where improvement is needed, as indicated by mixed responses regarding the company's
detailed implementation plans, accommodation of varying partner readiness levels, and

active involvement of partners in co-creation.

M Strongly disagree M Disagree M Neutral M Agree M Strongly agree

The company actively seeks partner feedback during
the development of the implementation plan,

The company has a detailed implementation plan for
each partnership, outlining roles, responsibilities, an...
The implementation plan includes a timeline that
accommodates the varying readiness levels of ..

The implementation plan includes a mechanism for
addressing unforeseen challenges and adapting to
The company has established key performance I
indicators (KPls) for measuring the success of each..
The implementation plan includes a risk mitigation
strategy, addressing potential challenges and...

The company actively involves partners in the co-
creation of the implementation plan, ensuring share...

100% 0% 100%

Figure 21: Questionnaire results section 5, Developing an implementation plan for a partnership.
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4.4.6 Overall assessment of partnership impact

The claim that the company has experienced positive outcomes and benefits from its
partnerships received overwhelmingly positive responses, with four agrees and two strongly
agrees. Responses to the claim that challenges encountered during the implementation of
partnerships have been effectively addressed were also overwhelmingly positive, with five
agreeing and one strongly agreeing. While the claim about actively communicating the
positive impacts of partnerships to internal stakeholders received mostly positive responses,
with three agreeing and two strongly agreeing, the claim also received one neutral response.
Interestingly, the claim that the company actively promotes a culture of innovation within
partnerships received positive responses, with four agrees, one strongly agree, and one
neutral, making it the most agreed-upon claim in this section. Moreover, the claim that
partnerships have positively contributed to the company's operations financially received
mostly positive responses, with four agrees and one strongly agree, along with one neutral
response. Lastly, the claim that partnerships are calculated to positively impact the
company's financial performance in the future received overwhelmingly positive responses,
with two agrees and four strongly agrees, making it the most agreed-upon claim in this

section.

The claim that the company seeks input from partners in post-implementation reviews to
encourage continuous improvement received mixed responses, with two neutrals, two
agrees, and two strongly agrees. Similarly, responses to the claim that partnerships have
contributed positively to the company's brand image and reputation were mixed, with one

disagree, three neutrals, one agree, and one strongly agree.

In conclusion, the questionnaire results indicate that the company has experienced
overwhelmingly positive outcomes and benefits from its partnerships, effectively addressing
challenges and demonstrating a commitment to innovation and financial growth through
collaboration. The positive responses regarding the company's proactive approach to seeking
partner input, promoting innovation, and anticipating future financial gains reflect a strong
foundation for partnership strategies. However, the mixed responses regarding
communication with internal stakeholders, partner involvement in post-implementation

reviews, and the impact on brand image and reputation suggest areas for improvement.
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W Strongly disagree W Disagree M Neutral M Agree M Strongly agree

The company has experienced positive outcomes and
benefits from its partnerships, such as increased...

Challenges encountered during the implementation
of partnerships have been effectively addressed,...

The company actively communicates the positive
impacts of partnerships to internal stakeholders,...

The company seeks input from partners in post-
implementation reviews, encouraging an open..
The company actively promotes a culture of
innovation within partnerships, encouraging partner..

Partnerships have centributed positively to the
company’s brand image, enhancing its reputation as...
Partnerships have centributed positively to the I

company's operations financially, increasing...

Partnerships are calculated to inpact the company’s
financial performance positively, increasing...

100% 0% 100%

Figure 24: Questionnaire results section 6, Overall assessment of partnership impact.
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5 Discussion

As the case company is new to partnerships and is in the early phases of implementing a
partnership program, it is understandable that the company is facing challenges in regards to
having clear and united understanding of the program’s maturity level, the success of the
program as well as on the success measurements. It is evident in the questionnaire results
that the case company’s representatives have varying opinions on periodic partnership model
reviews, and whether the company has a detailed implementation plan, depending on their

role in the company as well as industry experience.

5.1 Reason for partnering

Research argues that one possible reason for partnering is the improved quality and reduced
costs (Banchuen et al., 2014, 111). As outsourcing costs are called transaction costs, related
to to search, planning, negotiating, monitoring, and enforcement of the operations, the theory
of transaction cost economics supports the idea that factors such as bounded rationality,
opportunism, information asymmetry, transaction frequency and asset specificity can
influence the transaction costs and potentially split the benefits unequally among the
business partners (Blomqvist et al., 2002, 3). As there exists a general consensus among
most company representatives regarding the practice of consistently evaluating the
alignment of partner activities with overall business objectives to ensure ongoing relevance
and strategic fit, indicating the company’s commitment to maintaining alignment between
partnership initiatives and organisational goals. Additionally, the company actively seeks
feedback from key stakeholders, including to validate and refine the reasons for entering into
specific partnerships, highlighting its dedication to informed decision-making and
stakeholder engagement. Collecting feedback from stakeholders strongly supports the theory
of transaction cost economics in regard to the bounded rationality, ensuring that the company

takes into account factors such as information-based decision making.

According to Amid, Ghodsypour, and O’brien (2009, 323), partner selection is one of the
most important parts of supply chains and partnerships as they can impact costs, quality,

delivery and service which all have an impact on achieving the objective(s) of the supply
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chain. The company has placed strong emphasis on the decision to enter into a partnership,
which is driven by a clear understanding of the strategic objectives and business goals that
the company aims to achieve. Moreover, the company identifies specific reasons for
partnering, such as expanding market reach, enhancing product functionality, or accessing
new customer segments. This suggests that the partnerships are purposeful and driven by

specific strategic objectives, rather than being opportunistic or ad-hoc.

Lastly, the company's decision to embark on partnerships is shaped by a thorough
examination of learning opportunities. Zollo and Winter (2002, 340) argue that this pinpoints
areas where collaboration could serve as a catalyst for knowledge exchange and contribute
to a strategic advantage, reinforcing the multifaceted rationale behind strategic
collaborations. This practice also supports the dynamic capability theory, which refers to
companies collectively and systematically generating and modifying its operational routines

in aims of improving their effectiveness (Zollo and Winter, 2002, 340).

5.2 Partner selection & criteria

Strong emphasis is placed on the consideration of geographic reach and market presence
when evaluating potential partners, with the aim of fostering a diversified network that spans
key regions. Additionally, the company diligently assesses potential challenges and
opportunities in partnerships, particularly regarding the proximity of partners to competitors.
Legal agreements are examined to mitigate risks, such as i.e. partners evolving into
competitors, highlighting the company's proactive approach to risk management.
Furthermore, the company actively seeks feedback from key stakeholders to validate and
refine partnerships, underscoring its commitment to inclusive decision-making and
stakeholder engagement. This proactive approach is excellent for addressing challenges
outlined in research on business relationships, such as low product quality, human and social
capital issues, lack of domain knowledge, commitment issues, high turnover rates, cultural
clashes, and communication barriers (Moe et al., 2013; Taylor, 2005). It ensures that

partnership initiatives are strengthened and efficient.

However, there are mixed opinions on certain aspects of partner selection. While some argue
that the company considers cultural fit and shared values to ensure productive working

relationships, others express uncertainty about the extent to which these factors are
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prioritised. This suggests a potential gap in understanding or implementation of cultural
alignment practices in partner selection processes. Moreover, there is a divergence of
opinions whether the company has well-defined criteria in partner selection, such as domain
knowledge, a proven track record or alignment with company values. As Paavola (2022, 51)
found, whether a partner possesses required traits or capabilities or matches criteria can
usually be seen in the long term and via living up to, or even exceeding expectations.
Decision-making in the first parts of a partnership are said to be mostly based on gut feeling,
previous experiences and overall impressions. While research emphasises the significance
of having predefined selection criteria in avoiding potential pitfalls such as schedule delays
and budget overruns (Fantina, 2005), the case company’s representatives seem to be quite
satisfied with the partner work so far and have not pointed out any major challenges

regarding choice of partners, even with less defined partner criteria.

Additionally, cross-functional and cross-departmental collaboration does not seem to be
incorporated in the partner selection process, potentially challenging the company to conduct
a thorough assessment that covers all business domains comprehensively. This indicates
potential challenges in achieving cross-functional and cross-departmental collaboration or
consensus in partner selection activities. Also, there is less consensus on the inclusion of
sustainability and ethical business practices as evaluation criteria, with some expressing
disagreement or neutrality on this point. Furthermore, although a thorough evaluation of
potential partners' financial stability, reputation, and long-term commitment to collaboration
is generally considered crucial in a partner selection process, the representatives’ opinions
vary on its presence in the current strategy and operations. This indicates a need for clearer

guidelines or processes in partner evaluation.

Researchers argue that the resource-based view is characterised as a strategic approach
wherein companies recognize their resources, capabilities, and competencies as pivotal
factors contributing to their competitive advantage (Albuquerque, Cleiciele, & José, 2015,
174; Sui, Jiao, Wang & Wang, 2024, 2), and as the questionnaire results show, the company
does not have clear partner criteria, i.e. such that could meet the VRIN attributes. It is
however not disclosed in the questionnaire, whether the company aims to acquire VRIN

attributes within the organisation, by which no deeper conclusions can be made.

In summary, while the company demonstrates a strong approach to partner selection,

incorporating diverse perspectives and evaluation criteria, there remain areas of controversy
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and uncertainty that warrant further exploration and refinement. Particularly, enhancing

clarity regarding the assessment of a partner's financial stability would be advantageous.

5.3 Agreements, contracts & legal

The company demonstrates a clear understanding of various partnership types and has
chosen the one that aligns closely with its business objectives. This selected partnership type
facilitates a mutually beneficial exchange of resources and expertise, thereby nurturing
innovation and fostering shared success (Tangpong et al., 2012). When comparing the
practice of sharing resources and expertise and thereby aiming for innovation and shared
success, the company is on a good path towards a Vested business model, where both parties
aim towards a mutually advantageous and beneficial outcome (Vitasek and Ledyard, 2013,
44). However, according to most of the company representatives, the chosen partnership
type has not been effectively communicated to both internal and external stakeholders. This
could potentially suggest gaps in communication channels or strategies regarding
partnership types, which could affect stakeholder understanding and alignment (Buono,
1997). Also, it was found that the company does not periodically review the landscape of
partnership models, exploring opportunities to diversify the types of collaborations to
maximise strategic advantages. Representatives' opinions on the necessity of reviewing

partnership models varied, particularly among those with longer industry experience.

Interestingly, representatives with longer industry experience held divergent opinions on the
matter, whether the company has thoroughly assessed the legal and contractual implications
of the chosen partnership type, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of mutual
obligations, highlighting potential differences in interpretation within the organisation. As
research shows, it would be important for companies to align on legal and contractual
obligations with their partners, as contractual aspects can lead to partners having disagreeing
perspectives on partnership financials, which in turn can affect the business relationship
negatively (Bailey et al., 2008). Additionally, previous research has also recognized a
challenge in implementing a partner program in regard to balancing individual interests with
shared success, as conflicting goals may hinder mutual success by prioritising individual
revenues and profits (Vitasek and Ledyard, 2013). Since mutual success can become

challenging due to conflicting goals of maximising individual revenues and profits (Vitasek
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and Ledyard, 2013), having aligned and clear contracts will support clear understanding of
legal and financial aspects of the partnership, ensuring both parties involved are on the same
page and can avoid any later disagreements and proceed with their separate businesses while

simultaneously deriving mutual benefits.

The company actively evaluates and recognizes the importance of trust in fostering
cooperation within partnerships, understanding its significant impact on resource allocation
towards long-term mutual goals. In the Vested model, trust is foundational to fostering
collaboration and achieving mutually beneficial outcomes. By actively evaluating and
recognizing the importance of trust in partnerships, the company demonstrates a
commitment to the principles of collaborative innovation and shared value creation
advocated by the Vested model. Similarly, the outcome-based approach emphasises the
importance of aligning incentives and fostering a collaborative mindset to achieve common
goals. Trust plays a critical role in this framework, as it facilitates cooperation and resource
allocation towards long-term mutual objectives. The company's recognition of trust as a key
factor in partnership dynamics resonates with the core principles of the outcome-based
approach, highlighting the importance of establishing trust-based relationships to drive

successful collaborations.

5.4 Known key factors of a successful partnership

The company has successfully identified key success factors for partnerships and has
seamlessly integrated them into its partnership strategy. This strategic alignment brings forth
known benefits, such as coordinated strategies between buyers and suppliers, facilitating
optimal operational implementation and adaptability. The company demonstrates a proactive
approach by actively seeking feedback from partners, aiming to pinpoint areas for
improvement and elevate the overall success of partnerships. From the perspective of the
Vested business model, this proactive engagement aligns with the principles of collaborative
innovation and shared value creation. This approach not only strengthens relationships but
also promotes increased information exchange and improved operational efficiency, as
highlighted by Tangpong et al. (2012). Furthermore, the company invests in the continuous
development of partners by offering ongoing training and access to resources. This

commitment ensures that partners remain well-informed about product advancements and
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industry trends, thus fostering collaboration and maintaining competitiveness in the market.
This also suggests a commitment to partner enablement and ensuring alignment with
company objectives and market dynamics. By effectively balancing exploration and
exploitation across functions, the company can enhance its performance and achieve higher

operational efficiency (Lavie et al., 2011).

Regarding the company's practice of conducting regular benchmarking against industry
standards to uphold its partnership practices, opinions vary among respondents. While one
respondent expresses disagreement with this approach, indicating a divergence in
perspective, the majority remain neutral. This neutrality could suggest uncertainty about
whether such a practice is in use in the company. Further exploration may be warranted to
understand the underlying reasons for this mixed response and to determine potential areas
for improvement in the company's benchmarking processes. Regarding the company's active
participation in industry forums and conferences to stay updated on evolving best practices
in partnership management, opinions among respondents are varied. While one respondent
strongly disagrees and another expresses disagreement with this approach, indicating a
significant level of scepticism or disagreement, one respondent agrees, suggesting that some
do participate in industry forums or conferences, just that others may not be aware of this
practice. However, the majority of respondents remain neutral, possibly indicating a lack of
knowledge whether some employees do participate or not. Further exploration may be
necessary to understand the reasons behind the mixed opinions and to determine potential
areas for improvement in the company's approach to staying updated on best practices in

partnership management and company policies.

The company's initiative to maintain a knowledge repository documenting lessons learned
from past partnerships is generally met with agreement, indicating recognition of its potential
for facilitating continuous improvement in partnership strategies. However, there are
opposing opinions, with two respondents expressing disagreement, potentially reflecting
differing perspectives. Nevertheless, the majority of respondents either agree or lean towards
agreement, suggesting overall agreement with the claim. Known benefits in operational
implementation and adaptability, particularly the balance between exploration and
exploitation across functions, are acknowledged for their role in improving performance

(Lavie et al., 2011). This recognition underscores the importance of strategic balance within
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the company's operations and continuous learning, contributing to its ability to adapt and

thrive in dynamic business environments.

Previous research on business relationships highlight several advantages of partnerships,
including strengthened business relationships, increased investment from both parties, more
frequent information exchange, and mutual benefits leading to win-win outcomes
(Tangpong et al., 2012). Additionally, specialisation enables the company to concentrate on
core business operations. Furthermore, an outcome-based approach to outsourcing fosters
collaboration, mutual benefits, and shared commitment to efficient solutions (Vitasek and
Ledyard, 2013). These findings and arguments seem to align partially with the benefits
recognized by and strategies implemented by the company, specifically with frequent
information exchange and increased financial performance, other benefits are not
highlighted in the questionnaire results. One important aspect to point out is that the
company does not, according to the questionnaire results, actively involve partners in the co-
creation of the implementation plan to ensure shared ownership and commitment to its
success. From the perspective of the Vested business model and the outcome-based
approach, this approach may hinder the establishment of trust and collaboration between the
company and its partners. Both frameworks emphasise the importance of shared goals,
mutual commitment, and collaborative decision-making in achieving successful
partnerships. By not involving partners in the co-creation of the implementation plan, the
company may miss out on opportunities to align objectives, share risks and rewards, and

foster a sense of joint ownership over the partnership's success.

One challenge that companies may encounter when implementing partnership programs, as
highlighted by Lavie et al. (2011, p. 1519), is that while pursuing exploration through new
partnerships in the structured domain can create new opportunities, it also amplifies risk and
uncertainty. This arises from the lack of prior experience with new partners, making it
difficult for the firm to rely on established knowledge and familiarity. Taking into
consideration the company analysed in this thesis being relatively new to partnerships and
having implemented their partnership program fairly recently, the company representatives
remained highly positive about the implementation and success of the program. Some
aspects came up as unclear among the representatives, yet from a larger perspective, the

program and its strategic aim seemed clear for all questionnaire participants.
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5.5 Developing an implementation plan for a partnership

Strong emphasis is placed on the company's proactive engagement in seeking partner
feedback during the development of the implementation plan. This approach ensures a
collaborative atmosphere supportive to aligning objectives and expectations effectively.
Prior research highlights several benefits of this approach, including strengthened
relationships characterised by increased information exchange and improved operational
efficiency (Tangpong et al., 2012). Moreover, mutual investment from both parties
underscores a shared commitment to the partnership's success, further highlighting the
importance of integrating partner feedback into the implementation planning process
(Tangpong et al., 2012). Frequent information exchange and involvement of partners in the
development phase of the implementation plan is a vital part of a successful partnership
according to previous research and hence predicts that the company’s partnerships will be

successful should they continue fostering these practices.

On the other hand, as Paavola (2022, 52) found, respondents in Paavola’s research
underscored the challenges associated with finding partners possessing the required skill
sets. In today's rapidly evolving technological landscape and business environment,
specialised know-how is increasingly crucial. While inadequate knowledge was not deemed
a fundamental issue in itself, it paired with other aspects, such as dishonesty or an inability
to respond to feedback, were recognized as problematic. Moreover, the necessity for
specialised capabilities, such as change management expertise, has compelled organisations

to carefully reconsider their partner selection and development strategies.

Strong emphasis is also placed on the company's establishment of key performance
indicators (KPIs) to gauge the success of each partnership, coupled with routine evaluations
against these metrics. Recognized common challenges, such as the complexity of processes
and the unpredictability of resource availability within the required timeframe for partners,
underscore the importance of strategic planning and effective communication (Metters,
2008). Additionally, the risk of partner resource allocation issues further highlights the need
for proactive measures to mitigate potential setbacks and ensure the success of partnerships.
Establishing clear KPIs at the beginning of a partnership, along with involving the partner
in the development of the implementation plan, are both pivotal factors that contribute to the

success of the partnership.
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Opinions on whether the company has a detailed implementation plan for each partnership
vary among respondents. While two respondents strongly disagree and one remains neutral,
two agree, and one strongly agrees with the statement. Interestingly, representatives with
longer industry experience tend to disagree, whereas those with shorter experience tend to
agree. This discrepancy suggests potential differences in perspectives regarding the effective
communication of the existence of a detailed plan. Acknowledging respondents' agreement
that partners are involved in the development of the implementation plan suggests the
existence of a plan, albeit not necessarily a detailed one. Further exploration may be needed
to understand the underlying reasons for these divergent opinions and to identify potential
areas for improvement in the company's partnership planning processes. Incorporation of
KPIs is also strongly supported by previous research. It is also evident that the respondents
have varying opinions on whether the company actively involves partners in the co-creation
of the implementation plan, ensuring shared ownership and commitment to its success,
which in turn can pose potential challenges in achieving shared ownership and commitment
to the implementation plan among partners. While one respondent agreed with the statement,

one remained neutral and four disagreed with the statement.
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5.6 Overall assessment of partnership impact

Recognised challenges in partnership implementations have been discussed in literature
widely. Lavie et al. (2011) presented the dual nature of exploration in structured domains,
indicating that while new partnerships can open doors to opportunities, they also introduce
heightened risks and uncertainties due to the lack of prior experience with new partners.
Meanwhile, Parker and Hartley (1997) caution against the potential pitfalls of power
imbalances, highlighting the risk of dependence and the challenges it poses, particularly for
the buyer party, who may invest in overly optimistic suppliers, leading to uneconomic
partnerships. Fantina (2005) adds further insights into the disadvantages of inadequate
partner selection and management, including paying beyond the value of work, integration
difficulties with in-house systems, schedule delays, budget overruns, quality issues
necessitating costly rework, and challenges in obtaining ongoing support. These perspectives
underscore the multifaceted challenges inherent in partnership programs, urging firms to

navigate them with careful consideration and strategic planning.

However, considering that the company is relatively new to partnerships, the company
representatives have overall highly positive experiences with implementing a partnership
program in the company’s business praxis. The results strongly suggest that the company
has been successful in mitigating challenges and minimising negative consequences during
partnership implementation challenges by effectively addressing the challenges. The claim
that partnerships are calculated to positively impact the company's financial performance in
the future also received overwhelmingly positive responses, with two agrees and four
strongly agrees, making it the most agreed claim in the overall assessment section. This
indicates confidence in the future financial benefits of partnerships. The responses also
strongly indicate that partnerships have been effective in delivering other tangible benefits

such as increased revenue, expanded customer base, and enhanced product innovation.

Meanwhile the claim about actively communicating the positive impacts of partnerships to
internal stakeholders received mostly positive responses, with three agreeing and two
strongly agreeing, one neutral response indicates potential room for improvement in internal

communication strategies to foster a culture that values collaborative efforts.
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5.7 Recommendations

Since the main challenge according to the questionnaire results seemed to be communication
related, it is recommended that the case company in particular takes communication into
account in their partnership program and focuses on establishing a clear communication plan
to ensure all stakeholders are aware of the company’s partnership operations. Another
recommendation worth mentioning is setting up clear guidelines on participation in industry
forums to maintain good domain knowledge and ability to reflect the company’s practices
to industry standards. Lastly, it is highly recommended to include partners in the co-creation
of an implementation plan to ensure shared ownership and commitment to the partnership’s

SuUcCCess.
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6 Conclusions

This section introduces the research summary and findings as well as the practical
implications of these findings. Limitations of the study are also presented accompanied with

suggestions for future research.

6.1 Research summary

A partnership is traditionally described as a contract between two parties with the aim of
creating joint surplus through cooperation (Blomgqvist, Kyldheiko, Virolainen, 2002, p. 1).
These partnerships can take many forms. This study investigates various types of business
partnerships to understand their unique characteristics, benefits, and challenges. One type of
recognised partnership is referred to as out-tasking. According to Oshri, Kotlarsky, and
Willcocks (2023, 27), out-tasking involves outsourcing on a small scale and typically
involves ongoing management and support for selected packaged applications. Another
recognised type of partnership is referred to as offshoring. Offshore outsourcing is described
as the act of contracting operations to independent suppliers located far from the country
where the product or service is being sold. Known benefits of offshoring are lowered
production and labour costs, acquisition or development of new knowledge, as well as
consolidation of existing market segments or penetration to new ones (Bruccoleri, Perrone,
Mazzola, Handfield, 2019, 4211). However, on the other hand a known disadvantage of
offshoring is the possibility of decreased product or service. A third recognised type of
partnership is referred to as shared services. This operational strategy entails integrating
support functions from multiple departments into an independent organisational unit
dedicated to delivering services with maximum efficiency and effectiveness. When
effectively managed, shared services have the potential to lower costs, enhance service
quality, and even generate revenue. A fourth recognised type of partnership is referred to as
joint ventures. Joint ventures are described as a collaborative arrangement in which two or
more businesses decide to share costs, management and profits with a shared goal. A joint
venture is a legally binding business formation where each party contributes capital,

intellectual property, personnel, and other types of resources to design and implement a new
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business. Benefits of establishing or joining a joint venture are high rewards to
entrepreneurial businesses, but on the other hand can cost significant amounts of time,
money and resources if unsuccessful (Keith et al., 2016, 176). Lastly, a fifth recognised type
of partnership is referred to as a strategic partnership. These partnerships involve
collaboration between companies with shared goals and interests. They may collaborate on
joint product development, marketing efforts, or other strategic initiatives. A strategic
partnership is an arrangement involving a high level of trust, commitment, coordination and
interdependence from both its parties. The management further engages with suppliers,
fostering a strong partnership aimed at reducing overall operating costs and enhancing the
company's operational performance (Tarigan & Siagian 2021, 370). The primary focus of
this thesis is set on partnership types that directly influence operational and collaborative
dynamics, and while other types of partnerships are important, they are outside the scope of

this research.

The main research aim is to examine the benefits and challenges of partnerships. To build a
foundation for analysing the dynamics of partnership benefits and challenges, this research
includes several theoretical frameworks that offer diverse yet complementary perspectives.
The first theory applied is the transaction cost economics, which is incorporated into the
analysis to provide valuable insights into the success factors of partnerships. This framework
emphasises the importance of aligning goals, ensuring effective communication, and
fostering trust. Including the resource-based view is essential for understanding how
organisations can achieve and sustain competitive advantage through effective partner
programs. This perspective highlights the strategic management of resources, underscoring
the importance of leveraging both tangible and intangible assets in forming and maintaining
successful partnerships. The incorporation of dynamic capabilities provides a lens through
which we can examine how organisations adapt to changes, innovate, and optimise their
partnership implementation projects. Integrating the Vested model into the theoretical
framework highlights the importance of trust, cooperation, and mutual value creation in
partnerships. This relational perspective offers insights into how organisations can build
sustainable and mutually beneficial relationships with their partners, ultimately enhancing
the effectiveness of the partner program. An outcome-based approach to outsourcing
prioritises shared goals and aligns incentives between partners. By focusing on desired
outcomes rather than specific tasks, this approach fosters a collaborative environment where

both parties are motivated to work towards a common purpose.
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The empirical focus of this research is set on a Nordic Software as a Service (SaaS) company
in the B2B sector, serving global retailers. Qualitative data is collected via an in-depth
questionnaire from six key professionals involved in the company's partnership program,

exploring the practical implementation of partnerships and their strategic impacts.

The findings reveal that the company has effectively achieved mutual beneficial exchanges
of resources and expertise, resulting in a positive financial impact on profitability.
Additionally, the company has fostered learning and development through feedback from all
stakeholders and demonstrated clear reasoning for partnerships, seamlessly incorporating
them into the company’s strategy. Regular assessments ensure that partnerships remain
aligned with company strategy, fostering a collaborative atmosphere and enhancing
operational efficiency. However, challenges persist in certain areas such as developing an
implementation plan, establishing clear partner selection criteria, conducting regular
benchmarking against industry standards, and improving communication with internal and
external stakeholders. Despite these challenges, the company representatives express
confidence in the positive financial impact and tangible benefits of partnerships, citing

increased revenue and an expanded customer base.

Finally, to answer the research question “How do organisations perceive and navigate the
balance between benefits and challenges in implementing partner programs, and what
insights can be gathered from qualitative data, gathered through a questionnaire, to inform a
comprehensive analysis of effective program evaluation?”, the following was found in the
review of previous research as well as through the results from the questionnaire conducted

in the context of this thesis.

From a research perspective, companies can come across a variety of challenges along the
way when implementing a partnership program, including relationship-related challenges
such as power imbalance and cultural fit, complexity such as finding mutually beneficial
agreements which are compatible with both parties’ business objectives, as well as simply

uncertainty when embarking unknown domains to mention a few.

Based on the questionnaire results, the case company faces challenges mostly in regard to
developing an implementation plan for the partnerships, having clear partner selection
criteria, clarity on conducting regular benchmarking against industry standards as well as

overall internal and external communication.
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Challenges of the partner program implementation

1 Developing the implementation plan for partnerships in general
2 Having clear partner selection criteria

3 Conducting regular benchmarking against industry standards

4 Participation in industry forums to maintain updated knowledge
5 Incorporating partners in the development of the program

6 Communication with internal and external stakeholders

Figure 27: Partner program implementation challenges based on questionnaire results.

Recognised benefits that companies may expect in regards to implementing partnership
programs include advanced relationships with highly motivated suppliers, shared risks and

rewards, and specialisation possibilities for both parties involved in the partnership.

The questionnaire results indicate that the case company came across benefits such as
mutually beneficial exchange of resources and expertise, positive financial impact on
profitability and receiving learning and development opportunities through feedback from

all stakeholders.

Number Benefits of the partner program implementation

1 Mutually beneficial exchange of resources and expertise

2 Positive financial impact on profitability

3 Learning and development through feedback from all stakeholders

4 Having clear reasoning for partnerships and incorporating them to
company strategy

5 Regular assessment of partnerships’ alignment in company strategy

Figure 28: Partner program implementation benefits/successes based on questionnaire results.

Based on the questionnaire results, the case company perceived it in general to be easy to
navigate the balance between benefits and challenges with implementing a partnership
program. The respondents mainly perceived the general outcomes of the partnership
program as beneficial for the company and had relatively good experiences with the

implementation. Challenges were adequately addressed and the main challenge coming up
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in the responses was communication related, including both internal and external

communication.

6.2 Practical implications

The study underscores the importance of continuous improvement, strategic planning, and
effective communication in maintaining successful partnerships. Addressing areas like
detailed planning, internal communication, and trust-building can further strengthen the
company's collaborative efforts and ensure mutual benefits. These insights are valuable for
organisations in the early stages of partnership development, highlighting the need for clear

strategies, stakeholder engagement, and proactive risk management.

6.3 Limitations of the study

The partnership program at the case company examined in this research had fairly recently
implemented a partnership program and hence the experiences of the questionnaire
respondents are based on recent experiences, and long-term effects and experiences are not
within the scope of this research. Additionally, due to missing, inaccessible, or insufficient
data, the research is conducted based on questionnaire answers instead of being fully data-
based. Since the results used in this research are relying on respondents’ personal opinions
and experiences, the opinions can’t be proven and confirmed to 100%. Also, the results may
have been different, should actual financial data been available and the practical results of

the partnership implementation had been measured.
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6.4 Suggestions for future research

Exploring how emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence influence partnership
strategies and operations would be a valuable area of study. Understanding the role of
technology in enhancing collaboration, innovation drivers, and addressing challenges could
offer practical recommendations for modern businesses. Another potential area for study is
the concrete financial impact that partnerships have on companies’ operations and
profitability. Surprisingly, there appears to be limited literature available on this subject.
However, researching this topic poses challenges, primarily because partner revenue data,
which is essential for analysis, is often inaccessible. Studying these areas can provide
valuable insights into how technological advancements are reshaping partnerships, and

partnerships can impact companies’ financial performance.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Questionnaire questions

Theme 1: Respondent's background

1
2
3.
4

Name?

Role in the company and department you work in?

How many years have you worked at the company?

How many years of experience do you have in the IT industry, particularly in the
Software as a Service (SaaS) sector?

Can you specify your current role and responsibilities concerning the company's
partner operations?

In your opinion, how well are the current partnerships functioning, and what
benefits or challenges have you observed?

Are you currently aware of any potential challenges, that the company's partner
operations might face in the near future?

To what extent do you believe the partner operations align with the overall goals

and strategic direction of the company?

Theme 2: Reasons for partnering

1.

The decision to enter into a partnership was driven by a clear understanding of the
strategic objectives and business goals that the company aimed to achieve.

The company has identified specific reasons for partnering, such as expanding
market reach, enhancing product functionality, or accessing new customer
segments.

The company's decision to engage in partnerships was influenced by a
comprehensive analysis of market trends, identifying areas where collaboration
could provide a competitive advantage.

The company has a mechanism in place to continuously reassess the reasons for
partnering, adapting to changes in the industry landscape and business objectives.
The company regularly assesses the alignment of partner activities with overall

business objectives to ensure ongoing relevance and strategic fit.



6. The decision to form partnerships was influenced by a comprehensive analysis of
potential risks and benefits, considering both short-term gains and long-term
sustainability.

7. The company actively seeks feedback from key stakeholders (customers,
employees, etc.) to validate and refine the reasons for entering into specific
partnerships.

8. The company's decision to embark on partnerships was shaped by a thorough
examination of learning opportunities, pinpointing areas where collaboration could
serve as a catalyst for knowledge exchange

9. The company's decision to nurture partnerships was informed by a diligent
assessment of financial prospects, identifying areas where collaboration could yield

substantial economic benefits and enhance the competitive position.
Theme 3: Partner selection & criteria

1. The company has well-defined criteria for selecting partners, including expertise in
the IT and SaaS industry, a proven track record, and alignment with the company's
values.

2. The partner selection process involves a thorough evaluation of potential partners'
financial stability, reputation, and commitment to long-term collaboration.

3. The company considers cultural fit and shared values when selecting partners to
ensure a harmonious and productive working relationship.

4. The partner selection process involves input from multiple departments within the
company, ie including sales, marketing, and product development.

5. The company considers the geographic reach and market presence of potential
partners, aiming for a diversified network that covers key regions.

6. Cross-functional teams are involved in partner selection, ensuring a holistic
evaluation that takes into account sales, technical capabilities, and customer
satisfaction.

7. The company actively seeks feedback from key stakeholders (customers,
employees, etc.) to validate and refine the partnerships.

8. Partner evaluations include an assessment of each partner's commitment to

sustainable and ethical business practices, aligning with the company's values.



9.

Agility, flexibility and ability to operate in a value network of multivendor

environments play a vital role in the partner selection.

10. Assessing potential challenges and opportunities in partnerships, the company

seeks to understand the extent to which partners might be working closely with

competitors.

11. The company navigates the potential opportunities even in companies that work

closely together with competitors.

Theme 4: Agreements, contracts and legal

1.

The company has a clear understanding of different types of partnerships and has
selected a partnership type that aligns best with its business objectives.

The selected partnership type (e.g., strategic alliance, reseller partnership) has been
communicated effectively to both internal and external stakeholders.

The company has assessed the legal and contractual implications of the chosen
partnership type, ensuring a clear understanding of mutual obligations.

The company periodically reviews the landscape of partnership models, exploring
opportunities to diversify the types of collaborations to maximize strategic
advantages.

The selected partnership type allows for a mutually beneficial exchange of
resources and expertise, fostering innovation and shared success.

The company actively evaluates and acknowledges the role of trust in fostering
cooperation within its partnerships, understanding its impact on the efficient

allocation of resources towards long-term

Theme 5: Known key factors of a successful partnership

1.

The company has identified key success factors for partnerships and has
incorporated them into its partnership strategy.

The company actively seeks feedback from partners to identify areas of
improvement and enhance the overall success of partnerships.

The company provides ongoing training and resources to partners, ensuring they
stay updated on product developments and industry trends.

The company conducts regular benchmarking against industry standards to ensure

that its partnership practices are at the forefront of best practices.



S.

The company actively participates in industry forums and conferences to stay
updated on evolving best practices in partnership management.

The company maintains a knowledge repository that documents lessons learned
from past partnerships, facilitating continuous improvement in partnership

strategies.

Theme 6: Developing an implementation plan for a partnership

1.

The company actively seeks partner feedback during the development of the
implementation plan, ensuring a collaborative approach to setting objectives and
expectations.

The company has a detailed implementation plan for each partnership, outlining
roles, responsibilities, and milestones.

The implementation plan includes a timeline that accommodates the varying
readiness levels of partners, promoting a phased and inclusive approach to
execution.

The implementation plan includes a mechanism for addressing unforeseen
challenges and adapting to changes during the partnership.

The company has established key performance indicators (KPIs) for measuring the
success of each partnership, with regular assessments against these metrics.

The implementation plan includes a risk mitigation strategy, addressing potential
challenges and providing contingency plans to minimize negative impacts.

The company actively involves partners in the co-creation of the implementation

plan, ensuring shared ownership and commitment to its success.

Theme 7: Overall assessment of partnership impact

1.

The company has experienced positive outcomes and benefits from its partnerships,
such as increased revenue, expanded customer base, or enhanced product
innovation.

Challenges encountered during the implementation of partnerships have been
effectively addressed, minimizing negative consequences.

The company actively communicates the positive impacts of partnerships to

internal stakeholders, fostering a culture that values collaborative efforts.



The company seeks input from partners in post-implementation reviews,
encouraging an open dialogue for continuous improvement.

The company actively promotes a culture of innovation within partnerships,
encouraging partners to contribute ideas and collaborate on product development.
Partnerships have contributed positively to the company's brand image, enhancing
its reputation as a collaborative and customer-focused organization.

Partnerships have contributed positively to the company's operations financially,
increasing profitability.

Partnerships are calculated to inpact the company's financial performance
positively, increasing profitability, in the future.

Feel free to leave any optional comments or additions here.



