The Power of Partners (September, 2006)
If true, then why so many power failures?
Most agree there is synergistic benefit to cooperation and that goals aspired to can greatly improve by organizations partnering. Most are equally cognizant partnerships possess power to produce greater effects than if operating alone. For example, if Organization A provides services to 100,000 clients and Organization B 50,000, but together can provide services to 200,000, their synergy produced 50,000 more clients. Another example is if Legislator A and Legislator B independently fail to produce meaningful legislation benefiting their constituencies, but collectively produce advantageous legislation to their region. Finally, imagine a couple of singles, individually not quite reaching life’s nirvana, but as a couple attain happiness greater than double their prior state.

You get the picture…

The benefit of this dynamic state where combined action is favored over the sum of individual actions is well known. Unfortunately, after almost forty years (yes, I know...a long time) as an executive in both for profit and non-profit companies, many fail miserably. Yes, some may persevere on paper, but in principle and practice actually fail to produce synergy.

The symptoms of failure were clear in all. In varying degrees, the breakdown is usually associated with a lack of three essential partnership ingredients. There exists an unhealthy need for personal credit and attention, an absence of courteous and honest communication, and slight real commitment to the cooperating or partnership in the first place.

A classic illustration reflects the partnership of a giant and midget; the midget is seated on the giant’s shoulders with outstretched hands reaching for an apple on the highest tree. What could not be achieved alone, they were now attaining what previously was out of reach. Together, they were now able to reach the apple. Unfortunately, what regularly occurs is the giant, desiring attention and credit for the success, refuses to give credit to the partnership. Demeaning the tiny contribution of the midget, the giant distances himself from the midget and their “partnership.” “After all, I’m the greatest contributor here,” says the giant. 
Partnership abuse, verbal, tone, or otherwise, destroys partnerships. Yes, a short-term success may occur, but partnership failure and ultimately, independent success falling short as well. 

Whatever the partner framework or environment, be it corporate, marriage or otherwise, challenges are inevitable. However enthusiastic at its launch, honest (but courteous) communication among partners must occur. Either party may hold unrealistic expectations of the other (often the smaller may be doing its best, but the larger is expecting a contribution equal to what the larger can do) or one may be doing little (smaller company does little, expecting the “big guy” to do it all). Additionally, just as aggression on the part of one leads to failure in any relationship, so too does a passive response. Rather than passively waiting to face a problem, both must quickly communicate, define and work to resolve. If not, neither will reach the “highest apple.”

The above failure is linked to absence of any real commitment to the partnership. Just as marriages fail when one enters the partnership for purely selfish reasons, giving mere lip service to the partnership arrangement, diminishing the partner’s contributions, or possessing unrealistic expectations, so too will organizational relationships (fail). Real commitment is shown by focus on the desired outcomes, crediting the partnership for its successes, and candid communication (talking and listening) between partners. Yes, those “partnerships” evidencing the failure symptoms noted above may last on paper for decades, but in terms of producing the greater outcomes of synergy, they fail…

Experiencing this dynamic state where combined action is favored over the sum of individual actions is why the RBA exists. This synergy is why businesses and organizations have aligned: to produce greater effects than if operating alone. They expect more business (and businesses) and improved communities in which to live, work, play, and study, as well as anticipating legislation providing real and tangible benefits to the Mon Valley. They are hopeful, maybe not of life’s nirvana, but of a future happiness double that of the prior state.

I’m honored to be part of their mission. These leaders are proving themselves to be a model of cooperation and partnership, evidenced by clear commitment to the relationship, a focus on the desired outcomes, crediting the partnership for its successes, and candid, yet courteous, communication between partners.

No power failure here…
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