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Challenges Are Part of the Alliance Lifecycle

David Deeds (University of St. Thomas)
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Like marriage, business alliances start off with a
honeymoon, but rocky times are inevitable. Here
are the predictable phases and how to navigate
common problems.

Part 3 in a series

Strategic alliances have increasingly become a crucial
element of corporate strategy. As businesses globalize,
rapidly innovate, and tackle complex problems that
exceed the capabilities of individual companies,
alliances serve as powerful tools to pool resources,
share risks, and accelerate growth. Yet, many alliances
fail to achieve their intended outcomes.

To successfully manage alliances, executives must
grasp and proactively manage their lifecycle.
Understanding the lifecycle of cross-boundary
relationships helps alliance managers anticipate
challenges, manage expectations, and maximize the
value derived from collaborative ventures.

Like personal relationships or organizational change
efforts, strategic alliances evolve over time. This
evolution typically  follows a recognizable
lifecycle—starting with enthusiasm and optimism,
moving through conflict and recalibration, and
eventually, if managed well, arriving at sustained
productivity and trust. For alliance managers,
understanding this life-cycle is critical to sustaining high
performance and avoiding premature failure.

The lifecycle exists because alliances are inherently
dynamic, involving multiple organizations with different
cultures, incentives, and operating models. When two or
more firms come together, initial alignment is based
largely on shared intent rather than operational reality.
Over time, that reality introduces friction—conflicting
priorities, unforeseen resource constraints, or differing
expectations around timelines and accountability. As

individuals and teams interact across these boundaries,
trust must be built and systems refined. The lifecycle
captures this natural progression—from initial
excitement to disillusionment and finally to integration
and maturity.

Additionally, alliances are often formed under external
pressure—competitive threats, market opportunities, or
innovation needs—which means they begin with
urgency, not always with full due diligence or readiness.
As those pressures evolve, so too must the relationship.
The lifecycle is not a flaw of alliances, it’s a predictable
pattern that reflects the adaptive journey of two entities
trying to create shared value despite organizational
differences.

The graph below illustrates three essential stages over
time: Honeymoon, Adolescence, and Maturity. Each
stage presents unique challenges and opportunities,
and each requires a different managerial approach.
Knowing what to expect, and how to lead during each
phase, enables alliance managers to provide steady
hands when turbulence threatens and to optimize
collaboration when conditions stabilize.

The Life-Cycle of Cross-Boundary
Relationships
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Why the Alliance Lifecycle Exists
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All strategic alliances, regardless of their scope or scale,
can expect these three phases. They exist primarily
because of evolving organizational dynamics, shifting
expectations, and the learning curve associated with
collaboration. Just as personal relationships evolve
through stages of initial excitement, discovery of
differences, and eventual maturity, organizational
alliances also progress through predictable patterns
shaped by trust development, conflict resolution,
adaptation, and integration.

In the Honeymoon stage, alliances are often driven by
optimism, high expectations, and the excitement of
potential benefits. Over time, reality sets in, and
partners must address inherent differences in culture,
processes, and strategic priorities. Successfully
navigating these complexities eventually leads to
stability, sustained value creation, and mutual
understanding.

Honeymoon: The Initial Excitement

The "Honeymoon" stage is characterized by
enthusiasm, optimism, and high levels of initial trust.
During this period, partners often have idealistic
expectations about the relationship’'s potential.
Managers frequently overlook potential challenges
because of the initial excitement surrounding the new
partnership. High energy and optimism, while valuable,
can mask underlying issues such as misaligned goals or
communication mismatches.

For managers, the honeymoon phase represents a
critical window to establish clear communication
channels, mutually agreed objectives, governance
structures, and effective operational norms. Practical
steps include developing explicit, mutually beneficial
targets, ensuring clear delineation of responsibilities,
and laying down conflict-resolution mechanisms early.
Managers must balance optimism with realism, using
this phase to proactively build relationships while
preparing for inevitable challenges.

Adolescence: Navigating the Challenges
Eventually, the alliance transitions into the
"Adolescence" phase, where differences between
partners become apparent and performance may
decline. At this stage, organizations confront the reality
of integrating disparate processes, cultures, and
operational methods. This period can be marked by
misunderstandings, mistrust, frustration, and declining
motivation as partners grapple with previously
overlooked or underestimated challenges.

Alliance managers need strong interpersonal skills and
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effective governance structures during this phase to
manage conflict constructively. They must recognize the
normalcy of this tension-filled period, avoiding panic or
disillusionment. Instead, they should promote
transparency, open dialogue, and proactive problem-
solving. Frequent, structured communication—such as
regular steering committee meetings or dedicated
alliance management offices—can facilitate early
identification and resolution of issues. Embracing
conflict as a means to surface and resolve deeper
issues rather than suppressing differences will foster
deeper collaboration in the long run.

Maturity: Realizing Sustained Value

As alliances successfully navigate adolescence, they
enter a phase of maturity, characterized by stability,
deeper trust, and consistent value creation. At maturity,
alliances reach a point where partners have learned to
effectively manage differences and leverage
complementary strengths. Operational routines become
well-established, communication flows smoothly, and
strategic alignment deepens.

In this phase, managers must guard against
complacency. Mature alliances require continuous
nurturing, regular reassessment of strategic alignment,
and occasional recalibration of partnership goals.
Managers should regularly review the alliance's
objectives against changing market conditions,
organizational strategies, and external competitive
pressures. Ensuring sustained senior management
commitment, refreshing governance mechanisms, and
fostering continuous improvement through joint learning
and innovation are critical managerial practices at this
stage.

Building an Alliance That Lasts
Managing alliances across their lifecycle requires
proactive and adaptive management strategies. Here
are practical tips for alliance managers to navigate the
lifecycle successfully:

1. Set Realistic Expectations: Clearly define
expectations early on, including measurable
goals and milestones. Avoid overly optimistic or
ambiguous objectives that may foster future
conflicts.

2. Invest in Relationship-Building: Foster
interpersonal relationships at multiple
organizational levels to create resilient bonds.
Structured Communication and
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Governance: Establish robust governance
structures from the outset, such as dedicated
alliance teams and frequent review meetings.

3. Embrace Conflict Constructively: Frame
conflicts as opportunities for deeper
understanding and improvement rather than
threats.

4. Regularly Review and Adapt: Periodically
review the alliance’s strategic alignment and
operational effectiveness.

5. Continuous Learning and Improvement:
Create joint mechanisms for continuous
improvement and innovation.

6. Senior Leadership Involvement: Maintain
active senior management engagement
throughout the alliance lifecycle.

7. Celebrate Achievements: Publicly recognize
and celebrate milestones and successes.

What to Do if An Alliance is in

Trouble

Strategic alliances, no matter how promising at
inception, will encounter friction, surprises, and
setbacks. The difference between those that survive
and thrive, and those that stall or fail, often comes down
to how quickly and effectively alliance managers
recognize red flags—and what they do next.

Alliances are not self-sustaining. They rely on people,
processes, shared goals, and sustained momentum.
When any of these pillars waver, the alliance’s future
becomes vulnerable. Understanding the early warning
signs and recurring challenges is vital for alliance
managers seeking to maintain partnership alignment
and achieve long-term goals.

The slide outlines several of the most common and
disruptive obstacles alliance managers must be
prepared to confront: cultural differences, strategic
change, personnel change, technical difficulties,
personality conflicts, economic downturns, and financial
difficulties. These issues, if not identified and addressed
early, can escalate quickly. Here are the most common
problems, with advice on how to address them.

Cultural Differences

Cultural differences are among the most insidious
alliance threats—not because they are always dramatic,
but because they are subtle, cumulative, and can affect
every interaction. Differences in values, norms,
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communication styles, or decision-making pace often
lead to misunderstanding, misalignment, and eventually
mistrust.

In early stages, cultural differences may appear
manageable or even invisible. But over time, they reveal
themselves in disagreements over scope, missed
deadlines due to differing expectations, or conflict about
accountability.

Practical steps for alliance managers include
conducting cultural audits, setting explicit norms,
appointing cultural bridges, and encouraging informal
interactions. The key is not to eliminate differences, but
to acknowledge, understand, and manage them
constructively.

Strategic Change

Alliances are formed to pursue a strategic opportunity,
but strategies shift—sometimes dramatically. A partner
might pivot toward a new market, divest a business unit,
or restructure internal priorities. When one partner’s
strategy changes, the alliance may lose traction,
attention, or even relevance.

Alliance managers should stay close to strategic
leadership, monitor public signals, and schedule
periodic strategic alignment reviews. Being proactive
and repositioning the alliance can preserve its value.

Personnel Change

People are the lifeblood of any alliance. When key
individuals depart, alliances can lose momentum,
institutional memory, or essential relationships. The
champion, key technician, and CEO each play critical
roles.

Have a succession plan for champions, invest in cross-
training for technical staff, and secure executive buy-in
beyond the CEO to weather personnel transitions.

Technical Difficulties

Integration challenges, delays in R&D, or interoperability
issues can stall progress. Blame and mistrust often
follow technical failures.

Include technical risk assessments early, build in

redundancy, share data openly, and celebrate joint wins
to encourage collaboration.

Personality Conflicts
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Poor interpersonal dynamics can derail alliances.
Passive-aggressive behavior, exclusion, or formal
escalation are signs of trouble.

Establish joint success metrics, facilitate retrospectives,
and intervene early. If necessary, reassign roles or
restructure workstreams.

Economic Downturn

External shocks like recessions can shift organizational
focus away from alliances. Reduced funding, staffing, or
urgency often follows.

Revisit the business case, maintain momentum at
reduced scope, explore shared cost models, and keep
executives engaged.

Financial Difficulties
A financially strained partner poses reputational and
operational risks. Watch for missed payments or layoffs.

Maintain a financial health dashboard, engage in open
dialogue, reassess risk, and consult legal teams as
needed.

Conclusion

Strategic alliances offer immense potential, but their
success is contingent upon effectively navigating their
lifecycle phases and dealing with the inevitable
challenges effectively. Managers must recognize the
predictable patterns of excitement, challenge, and
maturity inherent in alliances. By setting realistic
expectations, proactively managing conflicts, regularly
reassessing alignment, and continually investing in
relationship-building, executives can transform potential
pitfalls into opportunities for deeper collaboration and
sustained competitive advantage.

Learn More
Should You Consider a Strategic Alliance?
(https://eiexchange.com/content/should-you-consider-a-
strategic-alliance)

The Right Contracts Protect Everyone in a Strategic
Alliance(https://eiexchange.com/content/the-right-
contracts-protect-everyone-in-a-strategic-alliance)
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