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Design, Negotiate and Govern Collaborations That Create Real Value

Reader note. This educational publication does not announce or imply that Silicon
Founders has any particular investor, university, business or governmental
partnership. Every partnership scenario and financial figure is hypothetical. Contract
terms, competition issues, anti-bribery controls, sanctions, data protection and
regulated activities require jurisdiction-specific specialist advice and human approval.

About this book

Partnerships are easy to announce and difficult to operate. Two organizations may agree
that collaboration is desirable yet disagree on customers, costs, data ownership,
commercial authority or what success actually means. A press release without a funded
workplan is not a delivery system. A memorandum of understanding without explicit
boundaries may generate expectations the participants cannot meet. The work begins by
defining a concrete exchange of value and the operational responsibilities needed to
deliver it.

This book is a practical guide to identifying suitable partners, assessing complementary
resources, choosing the correct relationship model, testing collaborations through small
pilots, negotiating responsibilities, and reviewing performance. It emphasizes truthful
status: research is not a relationship; a meeting is not an endorsement; a non-binding
discussion is not a signed contract; and a signed contract does not prove results. The aim is
a repeatable and proportionate partnership capability, not a collection of impressive logos.
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1. Decide Why a Partnership Is Necessary

Separate strategic need from networking

A partnership should solve a problem the company cannot solve as well alone. It may
provide legitimate access to a distribution channel, specialist capabilities, a supply chain,
technology integration, geographical support or complementary intellectual property. Each
rationale has distinct economics. Distribution access is measured through qualified reach
and commercial conversion; specialist capacity through quality and delivery cost; joint
research through defined outputs and research governance. Labeling every relationship
"strategic" weakens prioritization.

Write a partnership hypothesis in plain language: "We believe working with a provider of X
capability will allow us to deliver Y outcome to Z customer group at a viable cost and with
manageable responsibilities." Include why buying a service, hiring internally or developing
the capability is not preferable. A partnership adds coordination expense and dependency
risk; sometimes a vendor agreement or referral arrangement is a cleaner solution. The
chosen model must improve the customer's outcome, not merely the partners' publicity.

Define the minimum sufficient success

A useful collaboration has a measurable first result. Examples include a working integration
in a controlled environment, a jointly delivered workshop, three qualified pilot referrals
with agreed acceptance conditions or one independently evaluated research output. These
are possible experiments, not promises of results. Attach a time horizon, budget
assumption, owner and stop rule. If parties can only describe their enthusiasm, the concept
is not yet ready for a launch announcement.

Distinguish business development from regulated financial intermediation. Introductions
connected to investment securities, funds or payment services can create authorization
requirements that vary by jurisdiction. Do not assume a general corporate partnership
entitles a firm to solicit investors, hold client money or receive transaction-based financial
compensation. The legal perimeter must be resolved before any external offer or
compensation structure is approved.

Chapter deliverable: One-paragraph partnership thesis plus build/buy/partner comparison.
Decision gate: The partnership must have a defined commercial or institutional purpose
beyond visibility.

2. Map the Partner Ecosystem and Fit

Start with functions, not famous names

Map potential partner roles: channel/distribution, technical integration, research, training
delivery, infrastructure, implementation, referral, public engagement and complementary
products. One organization can play several roles, but that should be a deliberate decision.
A large brand name is not a substitute for matching resources. List the exact audience,
geographic footprint, processes, capabilities and decision-maker access required. Then
research organizations that meet the functional need.
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Build an evidence-backed partner register. Record legal organization name, official site,
relevant product or program, country, proposed collaboration role, public source,
verification date, current status, contact permission, known restrictions, internal owner
and next step. Use status labels rigorously: "researched," "shortlisted," "contact approved,"
"introductory discussion," "due diligence," "pilot authorized," "agreement signed,"
"operational," or "closed." No organization is a partner merely because it appears in the
register.

Score fit, capacity and incentives together

Strategic complementarity alone is insufficient. Examine whether the potential partner can
deliver its share of the work, why it would prioritize the relationship, and whether the
economics are coherent. A channel partner with many potential customers but no
incentive to introduce an unfamiliar solution may remain inactive. An integration partner
whose service has weak reliability can endanger product trust. A research partner may
need ethics and data safeguards that a purely commercial model would not include.

Write down potential conflicts: competing products, exclusive rights, overlapping
customers, ownership links, public-sector constraints and reputation risks. Do not infer
hidden conflicts from rumor or treat incomplete public profiles as evidence of wrongdoing.
Unknowns become diligence questions. Partner selection benefits from curiosity and
disciplined skepticism rather than ungrounded assumptions.

Chapter deliverable: Partner role map and sourced register of candidates. Decision gate:
No public naming or implied endorsement before the relationship status permits it.

3. Choose the Right Collaboration Model

Pick the narrowest relationship that achieves the goal

Referral agreements reward introductions under defined conditions. Reseller arrangements
may authorize pricing or customer contracting. Integration partnerships coordinate
technical products and ongoing maintenance. Delivery alliances share a project scope.
Research collaboration may require publication, ethics, authorship and data provisions.
Joint ventures can introduce equity, governance, capitalization and legal complexity. A
memorandum of understanding can document intent, but whether provisions are binding
depends on drafting and applicable law.

Choose the model by asking five questions: who contracts with the customer, who
receives the money, who delivers, who controls data, and who carries risk if the
arrangement fails? If two parties give different answers, they do not yet have a shared
operating model. An early-stage company should usually test commercial fit through a
narrowly scoped collaboration before committing exclusivity, long duration or corporate
structures.

Make customer ownership explicit

A frequent source of friction is the assumption that both organizations own the same
customer relationship. Define who may market, quote, issue invoices, provide first-line
support, make warranty statements and handle complaints. State which party retains
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existing customer relationships and what happens to new leads introduced jointly.
Separate contact-data rights from revenue rights. For regulated or sensitive information,
the data-protection role of each party should be reviewed formally.

Partner incentives should follow verifiable value. A referral might be recognized only after
the customer signs, pays and the referral meets recorded eligibility criteria. A delivery
margin share might be based on defined collected revenue net of agreed costs. Avoid
promising open-ended "future upside" when the parties have not defined costs, refunds,
disputes or termination. Different structures have different legal and tax implications.

Chapter deliverable: Relationship model selection sheet and customer-journey
responsibilities. Decision gate: Do not promise revenue share or exclusivity until authority
and legal implications are reviewed.

4. Conduct Commercial and Integrity Due Diligence

Investigate the right risks proportionately

Due diligence should match the proposed relationship's risk and reach. A simple co-
authored event does not require the same work as an exclusive distribution network, joint
investment vehicle or access to sensitive health information. Core questions include
identity, ownership and authority, public reputation, financial capacity where relevant,
delivery capability, information security, legal eligibility, conflicts of interest and business
integrity. The OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Business Conduct provides a
risk-based approach to managing adverse impacts in business relationships [R1]. It is a
reference, not a certification process.

Document the source and status of each conclusion. Distinguish an official register entry
from a vendor claim or a preliminary internet search. Never treat a lack of search results as
proof that no risk exists. Confirm whether the person signing an agreement has
appropriate organizational authority. If payments or regulated activities are involved, run
additional checks required by specialists. The aim is not to collect every imaginable
document; it is to resolve the risks relevant to the partnership's actual scope.

Red flags should interrupt momentum

Examples of stop signals include pressure for secret payments, misleading statements
about authority, an unexplained request to use unrelated bank accounts, refusal to disclose
a material conflict, or a proposed activity that appears prohibited. Pause the process and
obtain appropriate advice. The UK Ministry of Justice's Bribery Act guidance identifies
proportionate procedures, top-level commitment, risk assessment, diligence,
communication and monitoring as important anti-bribery principles [R2]. Other countries
impose different obligations.

Separate ordinary negotiation from misconduct. A partner requesting stronger payment
protection is not inherently suspect. A disputed ownership record may require clarification
rather than accusation. Keep diligence confidential and fact-based. Where sanctions,
export controls, data transfers or public procurement are relevant, do not rely on a generic
checklist: assign specialist review before making a binding commitment.
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Chapter deliverable: Evidence register, risk owner and unresolved-issues log. Decision
gate: Stop on a material unresolved integrity or legal barrier regardless of commercial
attractiveness.

5. Build a Joint Value Proposition and Pilot

Design for the end customer, not two brand decks

Partners often spend too much time designing a co-branded presentation and too little
time defining the experience delivered. Start with the customer's problem and map the
combined workflow: discovery, sales, onboarding, delivery, support, measurement and exit.
At each step ask what one partner contributes that the other could not easily provide.
Remove duplicated activities. Specify the joint outcome in language the customer can
verify, with exclusions and dependencies.

A fictional software provider and implementation consultancy may test a combined
reporting solution for one customer department. The software company provides the
service and security documentation; the consultancy manages approved configuration and
training; the customer supplies permitted data and signs off acceptance. This reduces
ambiguity. Neither partner may describe the pilot as "enterprise-wide deployment" or
promise financial savings without measured evidence.

Fund and constrain the pilot

A viable pilot charter includes purpose, sponsors, owner, deliverables, accepted inputs,
data controls, timeline, budget cap, each party's costs, success measures, escalation
contacts and stop conditions. If the pilot is unpaid, record the actual economic cost of
partner time. Agree before launch whether the next stage is automatic or requires new
negotiations. Most meaningful expansions should require a separate decision with
evidence of the pilot's result.

Build a basic communication protocol. Who may quote the other party publicly? Which
logo can be used? Who approves joint case studies? What may be said about an
exploratory meeting? The default should be no implied endorsement and no external
announcement until both parties approve the exact text. Public claims can create
institutional and reputational commitments that exceed a narrow pilot.

Chapter deliverable: Signed-off joint pilot charter and communication rules. Decision gate:
Do not launch joint external statements before explicit approval.

6. Negotiate Roles, Economics and Decision Rights

Convert enthusiasm into a responsibility map

Create a simple RACI-style responsibility chart for discovery, pricing, contract approval,
delivery, support, incident handling, invoicing and reporting. The goal is one accountable
role per critical outcome, with other contributors named. Avoid the phrase "both parties
are responsible" without specifying who makes the final decision. Establish an escalation

SF/12]6



SILICON FOUNDERS / SF PUBLICATIONS

path for disputes or schedule changes and a cadence for steering meetings proportionate
to the engagement's size.

Commercial terms should match the actual work and risk. A referral fee, reseller margin,
implementation charge, technology license or revenue share each requires a different cost
model. Define whether calculations use invoiced amounts, recognized revenue or collected
cash; how refunds and bad debt are treated; what expenses are deductible; and when
payment becomes due. A simple transparent formula is usually easier to operate than a
complex profit split with ambiguous overhead allocation.

Trade issues rather than just price

Negotiable dimensions include territory, exclusivity, lead registration, minimum effort,
access to training, support levels, implementation schedule, use of marks, performance
targets and termination notice. A party seeking exclusivity might instead receive a limited
pilot period, defined territory and measurable performance conditions. This preserves
incentives while reducing indefinite lock-in. Capture proposed and accepted concessions in
a decision log.

Do not allow relationship goodwill to bypass authority. The individual discussing
collaboration may not control pricing, legal terms, public statements or organizational
commitments. Establish signatory authority before agreeing binding conditions. For an
owner-led venture, capital exposure, long-term exclusivity, investment facilitation and
major reputation commitments remain explicit human decision gates.

Chapter deliverable: Role matrix and one-page term sheet for legal review. Decision gate:
No price, commission, exclusivity or signature without the appropriate approval.

7. Prepare Agreements, Data Rules and IP Boundaries

Contract around the work that will really happen

A collaboration agreement typically needs clear parties, purpose, deliverables,
responsibilities, term, fees, confidentiality, intellectual property, data use, brand usage,
liability, dispute resolution and exit provisions. The exact package varies with legal form
and jurisdiction. A statement of work may be sufficient for a narrow delivery pilot; a
reseller or joint venture structure may require additional agreements. A generic
memorandum of understanding should not be used to conceal binding business
obligations.

Determine ownership of background IP before co-developing anything. A partner may
contribute existing software, methods, content or trademarks. New outputs may contain
both jointly developed and independently produced material. Identify what each party
owns, what license is granted, for which purpose, and what survives termination. Do not
claim rights to a research publication, dataset or codebase merely because a team attended
meetings together.
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Review data, competition and sector restrictions

Personal data sharing requires clear purpose, role allocation, security and legal basis under
applicable law. Even a seemingly simple referral arrangement may transmit personal
contact information. Technical integration can create access and incident responsibilities.
Define which party approves subprocessors, manages credentials, handles deletion and
notifies incidents. Add documentation only after clarifying how the actual data flows.

Collaboration with competitors raises separate competition-law questions. The UK's
Competition and Markets Authority provides guidance on legitimate cooperation and the
risks of breaching competition law [R3]. This book does not interpret whether a specific
arrangement is lawful. Exchange of sensitive pricing, customer allocation or market plans
can be problematic in some situations; obtain specialist review before discussing or
agreeing terms that may restrict competition. Similar caution applies to institutional
procurement, regulated financing and sector-specific licensing.

Chapter deliverable: Agreement issue list and data/IP boundary map. Decision gate:
Obtain qualified legal review for binding agreements and potentially regulated
collaboration.

8. Launch, Measure and Repair the Partnership

Build an operating system, not a ceremonial launch

The implementation plan should list workstreams, owners, dependencies, milestones,
acceptance evidence and an escalation contact. Record the first customer-facing process
in sufficient detail that another team member could repeat it. Set a minimal operating
cadence: an early kickoff, short working updates, milestone reviews, and a structured
monthly or quarterly business review depending on the scale. A partnership should not
require a permanent stream of senior meetings to accomplish routine tasks.

Measure outcomes appropriate to the model. A distribution arrangement might track
eligible introductions, accepted opportunities, proposals, signed contracts, cash collected
and customer quality. A research collaboration might measure protocol completion, ethics
approvals, research outputs and publication controls. An integration project might measure
successful technical tests, usage, reliability and customer satisfaction. Distinguish activity
counts from delivered value and review data quality before citing percentages.

Repair or exit before ambiguity compounds

Every relationship encounters disagreement. The first response should be to identify
whether the problem is scope, capacity, incentives, ownership or communication. Update a
joint issues log with one owner, a resolution date and effect on the customer. Use the
agreed escalation pathway before the issue becomes an executive conflict. If the
arrangement is structurally unviable, end it according to the contract and protect customer
continuity.

Pre-plan data return, lead ownership, support responsibilities, unused funds, co-branded
material removal and any continuing IP licenses. An exit that is documented respectfully
can preserve a useful professional relationship without pretending the partnership was
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successful. Never leave public website claims describing a partnership as active after it has
ended. Relationship status belongs to a maintained register, not old marketing copy.

Chapter deliverable: Joint KPI dashboard and escalation/exit checklist. Decision gate: A
partnership is operational only when scope, owners and evidence of actual delivery exist.

9. Create a Scalable Partnership Portfolio

Prioritize a small number of working relationships

A company can collect dozens of unsigned letters of intent without establishing a useful
network. Treat partnership development as a portfolio of experiments with limited
management capacity. Assign every candidate a stage, expected contribution, time
requirement, downside, sponsor and next decision. Close inactive candidates rather than
allowing them to imply momentum indefinitely. The executive view should highlight active
delivery, risk, collections and decisions, not the number of contacts in a CRM.

Balance partner concentration. A single dominant channel or infrastructure provider may
generate short-term efficiency while creating negotiation and continuity risk. Consider
backup suppliers, data portability, customer access rights and contractual termination
arrangements. Do not pursue redundant partners simply to fill a geographic map; add
relationships when they address a distinct gap in capability or access.

Institutionalize learning and public integrity

Retain one canonical partner fact sheet, agreements register, approved communication
language, compliance evidence and review notes. Define statuses that prevent accidental
exaggeration: identified, researched, contacted, in discussions, pilot agreed, agreement
executed, operating, paused and closed. Separate relationships that exist commercially
from organizations mentioned as examples in educational content. A partner logo or
official title should never appear without appropriate permission.

ISO 44001:2017 is an established reference framework for collaborative business
relationship management, although the next edition has been under development during
2026 [R4]. Referencing the framework is not a claim of 1SO certification or conformity. The
most valuable partnership system is one that can say precisely which collaborations work,
why they work, how they are governed and when to stop. Clarity compounds faster than
announcements.

Chapter deliverable: Portfolio review sheet and public-claims approval protocol. Decision
gate: Expand the portfolio only when relationship economics, obligations and governance
are understood.

Appendix A. Partner Fit and Risk Scorecard

Use this 100-point internal prioritization tool only after resolving major integrity flags.
Scores do not establish legal compliance, reliability or a probability of success.

SF/12]9



SILICON FOUNDERS / SF PUBLICATIONS

A distinct customer or operational

Complementary strategic fit 20

need
Customer value and demand 15 Documented problem and
evidence proposed outcome

Verified ices, ity and
Access and delivery capability 15 e B, Elpdlh e

responsible owners

Clear revenue/cost logic and

Incentive and economic alignment 15 . .
willingness to pilot

Decision-maker access and 10 Proper representatives and
authority approval path

Workflow, technology and

Operational integration feasibility 10 .
support compatibility

Relevant dili d specialist
Risk, integrity and legal feasibility 10 SRR LS e
clearance

Current official sources and

Evidence quality and transparenc 5
q 4 s 4 documented unknowns

Internal triage: below 40 hold; 40-64 research further; 65-79 pilot design; 80+ prioritize
for review, only if no red flags. A high score never overrides a legal, sanctions, anti-bribery,
safety or data-protection stop condition.

Appendix B. Joint Pilot Charter

Organizations: [legal names to verify]. Purpose: [one customer problem]. Pilot owner for
each party: [names/roles]. Duration: [start/end or milestone]. Approved budget: [cap and
responsibility]. Deliverables: [observable outputs]. Customer inputs: [data, access,
approvals]. Controls: [privacy, security, records]. Acceptance: [metric and sign-off role].
Risks: [open issues, mitigations]. Publicity: no external statement without written approval
from both organizations. Exit: data return, unfinished work and customer continuity. Leave
unapproved fields blank rather than inventing facts.

Appendix C. Responsibility and Decision Matrix

Workstream Lead accountable role Supporting role Required approval

Partner A commercial Partner B commercial Each party for

Commercial discovery R
lead lead representations

Both parties before

Pilot scope Named project owner Technical specialists
P proj P launch

Data access Data controller/owner Security specialist Privacy/security
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authority
Designated commercial
Pricing and commissions & R Finance Authorized signatories
authority
Public announcements Communications lead Partner counterpart Both organizations
. Contractually assigned Technical and legal Per approved incident
Incident response .
owner teams policy
. Contractual decision
Termination Agreement owner Legal / customer success

authority

This is a template; real agreements must allocate accountability in their actual context. Do
not rely on generic role labels when several corporate entities are involved.

Appendix D. Partnership Review Dashboard

Monthly fields: active authorized agreements; operational pilots; qualified customer
introductions; accepted project scopes; contracts resulting from attributable work;
revenue invoiced; cash collected; direct partner costs; customer satisfaction evidence;
open incidents; material conflicts; upcoming renewals; and exit decisions. Label each
measure with its definition and source. Include a separate column for estimates and non-
binding pipeline interest.

Fictional calculation: A partnership refers three qualified prospects; one buys a $5,000
scoped service. If the agreement provides a 15% referral fee based on collected revenue
and $5,000 is collected, hypothetical referral fee = $750 before tax and other terms. If
only $2,000 has been collected, the fee under that rule would be $300 at that point. These
numbers are a teaching example, not a recommendation on compensation or its legal
status.

Appendix E. Source Register and Publication Controls

Primary/official sources checked 31 October 2026:

e [R1] OECD, OECD Due Diligence Guidance for Responsible Business Conduct (2018):
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-due-diligence-guidance-for-responsible-
business-conduct_15f5f4b3-en.html

e [R2] UK Ministry of Justice, Bribery Act 2010 guidance, last updated 22 January 2025:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/bribery-act-2010-guidance

¢ [R3] UK Competition and Markets Authority, Collaborating with other businesses,
updated 29 July 2026: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/collaborating-
with-other-businesses

e [R4]1SO, ISO 44001:2017, Collaborative business relationship management systems:
https://www.iso.org/standard/72798.html

e [R5] OECD, Due diligence for responsible business conduct:
https://www.oecd.org/en/topics/due-diligence-for-responsible-business-conduct.html
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