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WHAT IS A PARTNERSHIP? 

 
When we hear the word “partner” all sorts of images come to mind – two 
people dancing, people playing bridge, police officers, senior members of a 
law firm, cowboys on the range, one member of a couple…the list goes on.  
 
It’s a simple word that actually represents a very complex relationship 
between two or more people.  When you are a partner, the implication is you 
do not act alone, and your actions reflect the interests of both you and your 
partner.  You collaborate and cooperate and support each other.  
 
That’s what partnership is all about. A partnership is an arrangement (formal 
or informal) where people agree to cooperate to advance their mutual 
interests. What we have all come to expect from partnerships is like minded 
individuals working together to achieve a common goal – whether that is 
creating a product, playing a game, or raising a family.  
 
Partnership is based on the concept that together we can accomplish 
something that neither of us can accomplish as well on our own, and that both 
of us will benefit from the partnership’s success.   
 
Partnerships are the way to leverage our own strengths and the strengths of 
our partners to achieve great things. 
 
Sounds simple. But many partnerships fail.  How do you create partnerships 
that last? The keys lie in understanding value, strengths, and challenges.    
 

INTELLECTUAL AND EMOTIONAL UNDERSTANDING 

 
Partnerships exist between individuals, businesses, organizations, even 
governments.  At the core of every partnership are two or more people, no 
matter what the relationship or organizational structures or labels. Each 
person has an intellectual and emotional understanding of what partnership 
means to them.   
 
The intellectual understanding is the “high common ground”. Shared 
commitment to accomplishing something and shared understanding of the 
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concept of partnership – working together to achieve something with mutual 
benefit. This is the place all partnerships begin. Without a shared goal and a 
belief in mutual benefit, a partnership never gets off the ground.  
 
The emotional understanding is the basis of unspoken expectations. No one 
builds a partnership with a stranger; there must be some common element 
that brings potential partners together.  Maybe we are friends, or we both 
belong to the same networking group, or we both are in a dance class, or we 
attend the same church, or we are in the same business, or we meet at a 
conference.   
 
Whatever the connection, there is always some starting point of commonality. 
Interestingly, this starting point creates for us unspoken expectations that 
always involve the following assumptions (in no particular order): 
 

 A common goal 

 Shared personal values (ethics) 

 Trust 

 Mutual advantage 

 Complimentary skills 

 Shared responsibilities 

 Loyalty 

 Reliability 

 Support for each other 
 
While the assumptions are common to everyone, the order of their importance 
is quite often different for each partner (Perceptual Style™ plays a part in 
this) and that creates minefields that threaten the success of every 
partnership.   
 
While one can argue that all of these assumptions are important to a 
successful partnership, the reality is people value them differently. I may be 
content to take on more responsibility than my partner, but breach of loyalty 
is a deal breaker for me. You may be comfortable that you see long term 
advantage where your partner sees short term advantage, but lack of support 
on a decision is unacceptable for you.  For the two of us to have a successful 
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partnership, we must understand each other’s priorities and do our best to 
honor them. 
 
Successful partnerships bridge intellectual and emotional understanding and 
expectations. Legal contracts attempt to create this bridge by defining every 
term and laying out every action and expectation. But the real key to building 
a bridge that lasts and that works both directions is what we call “The Value 
Proposition”.  
 

THE VALUE PROPOSITION 

 
Ultimately, partnerships are all about value – the anticipated value of the 
partnership results, the shared personal values (ethics), and the value each 
partner brings to the partnership. Three distinctly different value components 
that create “The Value Proposition” of successful partnerships. 
 
Let’s look at each one: 
 
The anticipated value of the partnership results. This is the cornerstone of 
“The Value Proposition”. People don’t even consider entering into a 
partnership unless there is a relative worth, utility, or benefit to be gained.   
 
It can be as simple as we both enjoy dancing so let’s have fun together and 
win a few contests or as complex as we both want to have a positive impact 
on eliminating world hunger so let’s join forces.  
 
Anticipated value must feel equal to the partners. It’s an important 
distinction; anticipated value isn’t necessarily a 50/50 proposition, it’s more 
along the lines of relative benefit minus the cost (time, effort, money, etc.) of 
partner contributions.     
 
For example, if you and I decide to create a product together, we must both 
believe that the money each of us will make from sales of the product will be 
a fair value for the work and/or capital we each will be contributing.   
 
Or if you are a coach and I am a soccer player, we must both believe that 
working together we can have a winning team and that each of us will benefit 
from being part of that team.  
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Shared personal values. These are broad preferences concerning appropriate 
courses of action. Things like ethics, morals, ideologies, personal beliefs of 
right and wrong, fairness, appropriate behaviors, the measure of quality, work 
ethic, etc.  
 
Shared personal values always play a part in successful partnerships. The 
importance of personal values varies based on the purpose of the partnership.   
 
If you and I are contemplating commitment as life partners, knowing what 
each of us thinks about right and wrong, religion/spirituality, what’s good, 
what’s important, etc., becomes extremely important because these things 
create the foundation for trust as well as believing in and supporting each 
other.   
 
But if we are contemplating a business partnership what’s most important to 
us is a shared work ethic, honesty, the measure of quality, customer service 
criteria, etc.  
 
When personal values are out-of-sync there’s an almost immediate disconnect 
within a partnership. Disappointment, hurt, feelings of being taken advantage 
of, all jump to the surface. It takes commitment, a lot of discussion, openness 
to listen and explain, and a willingness to forgive to repair breaks in personal 
values.   
 
With personal partnerships, small disconnects do happen and most people 
start out with the intention to “clear the air” and re-sync. If this happens too 
often in the opinion of one of the partners, there’s an emotional withdrawal 
from the partnership and the partnership deteriorates. 
 
Business partners tend to be less tolerant of out-of-sync personal values. 
When disconnect occurs, many times if it isn’t easily remedied, the 
partnership begins to dissolve.  
 
The value each partner brings to the partnership. This is a fair equivalent in 
goods, services, or money. The emphasis here is on “fair equivalent”. In a 
business partnership, perhaps I contribute time and effort in product creation 
and you contribute time and effort on marketing. In a personal relationship, 
perhaps I cook and you do the cleanup.   
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The point is we must both believe that what the other person brings to the 
partnership is equal to what we bring, or our partnership starts out with a 
severe disadvantage.  
 
Feelings of inequality don’t go away, and sooner or later one partner starts to 
feel taken advantage of and conflict is inevitable.  
 
“The Value Proposition” is the critical ingredient for any successful 
partnership. It’s not enough to have one or two of the value components. All 
three – anticipated value, personal values, and contribution value – must be 
present.  
 

MAKING VALUE REAL – KNOW YOUR STRENGTHS 

 
As important as all three components of “The Value Proposition” are, it is 
possible to have complete agreement on all three and still have a partnership 
fail. The three components of “The Value Proposition” address the “what” of a 
partnership, but they do not address the “how”. If the “how” is in conflict, 
then the partnership can be in serious danger.  
 
What comprises the “how”?  The individual strengths of each partner, which 
reflect how each person sees the world.  You and I may agree on the 
objective of our partnership, but the way we go about achieving it can be 
quite different.  
 
For example, a couple can agree that they want to be married and have a 
family. They can agree on what is important in raising children and even on 
the division of labor regarding parenting responsibilities. But if the wife uses 
strict, consistent discipline as the method for teaching acceptable behavior, 
and the husband uses discussions of consequences and “time-outs” for 
thinking about inappropriate behaviors...well, you can see the conflict that will 
occur between the parents and the confusion that will result for the children. 
 
In a business partnership, both partners might have experienced previous 
success in sales and so they agree to share sales responsibilities.  However, 
one may use a high-pressure direct approach while the other is more 
comfortable building long-term relationships with referral sources.  Assuming 
they have one target market, they send mixed messages and neither achieves 
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the sales success they’ve enjoyed in the past.  This makes for some serious 
conflict about methods and tactics.  
 
Partners do not have to agree on every aspect of how the partnership goes 
about accomplishing its objectives. To expect total agreement is unrealistic.  
The success of a partnership does depend on the ability of the partners to 
appreciate each other’s strengths, consider which partner should take the lead 
for various responsibilities within the partnership, and openly discuss the 
differences in approach to arrive at a joint agreement in the “how”. 
 
It’s important that each partner know what strengths they bring to the table, 
and to appreciate the strengths of the other partner. This is critical not just in 
evaluating the feasibility of the partnership, but also to identify gaps and the 
potential challenges for the partnership.  Perceptual Style is a great tool for 
understanding natural strengths – your own as well as those of your partner.  
 
When partnerships fail, people will blame all sorts of things, but at the core is 
always a lack of understanding about the strengths that each person brings to 
the partnership and the collective challenges they will face together. 
 

CONCLUSIONS 

 
Partnerships are a fundamental part of life and can accomplish great things. 
They can also crash and burn with disappointment, frustration, and loss. 
 
Chances are extremely high that you will be in more than one partnership 
during your life. It is possible to increase the odds of making all of your 
partnerships successful if you: 
 

1. Are clear about what a partnership is and what it intends to accomplish: 
A partnership is an arrangement (formal or informal) where people 
agree to cooperate to advance their mutual interests. 
 

2. Understand that there is both an intellectual and an emotional 
component to partnerships. It is not enough to create a partnership on 
the basis of a shared common goal and mutual interests. How each 
partner views the partnership and the emotional expectations each 
brings are critical.  
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3. Begin your partnerships by working out all three aspects of the value 

proposition: 

 anticipated value,  

 personal values, and  

 contribution value   
 

4. Take the time to discover your own Perceptual Style and make a point 
of learning what that means about your natural skill set and the way in 
which you believe things should be done.  
 

5. Take the time to learn about your potential partners’ Perceptual Style 
and use that knowledge to uncover potential stumbling blocks, both in 
missing critical skills between you and conflicts in the “how”.  
 

At Your Talent Advantage® we believe in partnerships.  Not just in theory, 
but in practice.  We are a partnership (in fact we are a combination of 
business and personal partnerships) and we apply all the advice we’ve shared 
here to ourselves.  That’s what makes our partnership successful and fun.  
 
To learn more about Your Talent Advantage and how you can use our tools 
to create and sustain truly successful partnerships, be sure to visit us at 
www.YourTalentAdvantage.com.  
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