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Imagine, if you can, a world in which the players in your enterprise are looking out for your best interest and are not only happy to do it, but insist on working together, happily creating better solutions to the inevitable problems.

Imagine being immersed in a culture where communications flow easily and all the management fads actually work.

Imagine that you are not imagining this.  There exists a tool, a technique, a process, a philosophy that enables this to occur.  The extent to which it occurs is up to you.  How long it lasts is also up to you.  I call it ‘Enterprise Partnering’ and it works great.

Curiously enough, the elements of Enterprise Partnering are neither new nor unique.  The application of this formalized approach is in its infancy.  Partnering in the construction industry has been widely adopted for federal and state construction projects.  It has begun to be accepted in the information technology industry and a scant few others.  It is touted as being practiced throughout the entire business sector, but is typically not a formalized approach.  

A wide variety of definitions exist for Partnering.  The basic definition of generic Partnering used here is from the Construction Industry Institute, In Search of Partnering Excellence, 1991, which states: 

“Partnering is a long term commitment between two or more organizations for the purpose of achieving specific business objectives by maximizing the effectiveness of each participants resources.”

Details of specifically how to conduct generic Partnering can be found in the book, “Partnering in Construction: A Practical Guide To Project Success”, American Bar Association, 1999.  

It is important to define what we mean because most of the time, when Partnering is said to be used, it merely means people are working together without a formal approach or it means it is a legal partnership.  Neither of which is what we are describing.

Enterprise Partnering is simply the confluence of the construction Partnering approach with the actual conduct of business between internal departments, divisions or branches. Enterprise Partnering tends to heal many ills that develop between them and that prevent good productivity.

At its core is alignment of purpose, team behavior and a focus on problem solution & prevention.  The structure of the approach opens doors and promotes cooperation that might have only occurred through individual initiative in spite of the organization, not because of it.

You can unleash the vast untapped discretionary energy & potential of those who do the work, only by providing the opportunity for their self-motivation.  The old adage that motivation is an inside job is true.  All employees have the choice of doing just enough to get by or doing more than ever expected.  Partnering unlocks this potential because there is something in it for them.

In the spirit of full disclosure, I facilitate this process for my clients.  However, even if I did not do this for a living, I would still suggest you use an independent third party facilitator/consultant to conduct the major sessions on a regular basis.  It requires a ‘professional’ facilitator.  The facilitator can be internal to some other part of your organization or contracted for on retainer or other means.  Without an independent facilitator, your meetings will be business as usual.

Enterprise Partnering works well at all levels of an organization from the boardroom to the branch, section or team level.  An initial planning session of a few hours with the leadership team, including the Champions, is followed by a 2 or 3 day session (offsite) with the key players from all ‘sister’ organizations participate as appropriate.  The Partnering team builds an agreement that they can sign and all commit to follow-up sessions.  

Real issues are then identified using surveys, card storming and the ‘gets & gives’ approach.  Teams are launched to deal with selected real or potential problems, a peer ladder is developed to resolve issues, and a feedback/assessment process is designed.  The implementation plan is developed to include monthly or quarterly facilitated follow-up sessions.  These sessions address both progress on issues/problems/goals as well as assessment of how well the Partnering Charter is being followed.  

The process is complimented by whatever additional tools the facilitator can provide.  The Leadership team and the facilitators tailor the sessions to focus on what is needed most by the team and the organization.   

The best approach, and most attractive to managers, is for an organization to get it’s internal act together first with a few sessions and then to venture outward to conduct Partnering sessions with their primary stakeholders or customers.  As an example, an Information Technology (IT) Department may do Partnering with the Operations Department or procurement or Human Resources, all of whom can, and do, benefit from improved communications and better working relationships.  

This is not a panacea but it has proven to produce better results, more good will and fewer frustrations than happens when it is not used.  Just imagine your organization performing as well as all those management books say they could.  Those books generally do not provide specific tools to use.  You cannot build your home without the proper tool.  Do yourself a favor and begin using the proper tools.
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