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FOREWORD
I acted as Principal Investigator, and 
Dr Dillon Newton was the Research 
Associate who conducted the 
research between October 2020 - 
February 2021. We selected 23 high 

for in-depth online interviews as 

global reach of the project, but also 

global COVID-19 pandemic.  

The pandemic has undoubtedly acted 

as a challenge and ultimately forced 

many companies across the industry 

spectrum to stop and reconsider, and 

suggest that partner marketing is not 

exempt from the changes wrought by 

this historic period. 

professionals were organised to 

themes of marketing, but allowed 

the issues most important to them at 

that time.  

The University of Huddersfield
conducted exploratory 
research on the success 
factors within the global 
field of partner marketing
in the digital and IT
industry, now and over the
next three years.



thematic approach and the broad 

themes distilled into three main areas 

of concern: ecosystem relationship 

marketing (people and culture 

issues); ecosystem construction and 

management (structure, strategy, and 

operations); and ecosystem marketing 

oriented issues).

exciting snapshot at a moment in 

unprecedented history that, as the 

respondents reported, would change 

context, personalised relationships 

construction of ecosystems and new 

modes of marketing engagement. 

Ecosystem is taken to mean dynamic 

comprising nested systems with 

emerged as a new way of organising 

The participants of this study certainly 

using the discourse of ecosystem and 

as such, we introduce the concepts 

“marketing ecosystems” and “marketing 

ecosystem orientation”

idea and upon which to base our 



INTRODUCTION
Along with decreasing margins, 

and increased competition, it’s 
easy to see that the channel faces 
a bumpy ride. And yet, due to the 
need for interoperability between 
technologies and the desire 
from end-users for solutions, not 
piecemeal products, partnerships 
have thrived, and the channel 

According to CRN, the Top 100 VARs 

years on record and employ around 

42,000 people. But what role does 

marketing play in this channel 

success story? And how is partner 

marketing morphing from straight 

‘to’ and ‘through’ relationships to 

more complex, integrated marketing 

ecosystems?  

a ‘hard refresh’ as B2B marketers 

attempt to reach their prospects 

and customers during extraordinary 

circumstances. After a year of 

intelligence, the rise of 
cloud computing, the 
consumerisation of IT, and 
instability in the global, 
societal and economic 
environments - these are just 

partners. 



attendance, consumers and end-

through ecosystems of connected 

organisations. 

Our report found that partner 

marketing has been reframed as 

ecosystem marketing and looked at 

Framed within four pillars; People 

and Culture; Structure; Strategy 

pandemic on ecosystem marketing 

and the changes you need to make 

today, to see success in the future. 

From knowing what skills you need 

in your team to understanding why 

why using new agile techniques will 

help your ecosystem marketing get 

blueprint for ecosystem marketing 

COVID-19 world and beyond into the 

new normal.

Read it. 
Use it. 



• There must be an ecosystem mindset 
change, with a focus on agility for 

centric nature of technology means constant 

change is necessary. ‘Ecosystem’ cannot be 

grow and subside depending on customer 

requirements. This may result in more short-

term ecosystems.

• Partner ecosystems have long been 
established around a hierarchical 
system based on volume or revenue 
and tiering partners into gold, silver 
and bronze layers. But the death knell has 

out system. Partners want segmentation 

based on marketing skills requirements, and 

Skills gap 2.0 consists of two main areas: 

relationships and marketing methods. Deeper 

messaging, research skills and community 

building are all prerequisites for a successful 

channel marketing department now. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:



• Your value proposition has never 
been so important. The need to stand 

out and create succinct marketing campaigns 

that are clear and compelling to get your 

new methods and new digital channels are 

required for successful ecosystem marketing.  

• End-user relationships based on 
enterprise-wide agreements are 
outdated, unsuitable and undesired. 
End-users are in the driving seat. 
The consumerisation of IT means end-users 

managers, who in turn are pushing their 

they want, when and how they want it. This is 

ecosystems that must be marketed to 

accordingly.  

 - often left as an 

afterthought when it comes to initial strategic 

discussions. But this Cinderella effect has 

consequences for budgets, resources and 

ideas, a lack of which only further inhibits 

measurement on ROI. But numbers 

shouldn’t be the only measure of success. 

of quality must be included, especially as 

respondents foresee greater budgetary 

ecosystem marketing funding.  

• There is a dearth of innovation in B2B 
Despite operating at lightning 

speed and being on the cutting edge of new 

technology, the lack of skills, budgets and 

integrated marketing throughout each stage 

of the ecosystem is leading to repeated, tired 

ideas, methods and channels.  

• Selling must change to provide more 
value. The idea of helping customers with 

enough. Instead, your ecosystem marketing 

approach based on primary research. This 

challenges that customers will experience in 

challenges instead. 
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CHAPTER 1 
PEOPLE  
AND  
CULTURE

SOCIAL 
There is no denying that ecosystem 

face-to-face interactions - a golf day here, 

could mingle and communicate. It’s how 
business was done, and partnerships were 
formed. COVID-19 has changed all that.

 

of this is fewer partnerships and fewer 
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SUCCINCT 

by COVID-19 means there has never 

achieving cut through to formulate new 
relationships is tougher than ever. Our 
respondents stated the need for succinct, 
clear and compelling messages that 

what’s in it for the reader.

partnerships, understanding who to reach 
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your audience in ways they want to be communicated 
with. People are tired of long webinars.  

 When COVID started we all thought well what else 
can they be doing? They’ve got time, but at this point 
everyone is so tired of doing that. 

 So it’s about 15-20 minutes, shorter demos,  



“ If people were not doing a great deal 
online before, since the pandemic they 

how to start? Well, an email coming 
out of corporate team saying come to 

  Annie
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CHAPTER 2 
STRUCTURE
MAPPING AND 
MONITORING  
One of the greatest challenges to 

our respondents is that every partner has 
different needs and therefore delivering 
the appropriate levels of support to 
each partner - and then do this at scale 

monitoring the ecosystem becomes 
essential. 

 

changes occurring to this structure, it has 

“ It’s about being agile 

but also to changes in 
our ecosystems base…

 Seeing opportunities 
to scale and enable 
these as they become 
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depending upon the strength of each partner, 

MEASURE AND 
MONETISE  
We live in an audit culture. When it comes 

attendee numbers and ROI. Given the 
current environment, our respondents 
stated that the need to deliver this data 

   



 
Now our typical engagement is around a particular 
problem we have. 

 We are moving from single ecosystems arrangements to 
multi ecosystems arrangements with limited longevity. 
We wouldn’t typically have a 10-year EWA but a two-
year contract with continuous vendor engagement, not 
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CHAPTER 3
STRATEGY AND 
OPERATIONS
CONTEXT 

long been the ‘Cinderella’ of the B2B 

to our respondents. Left on the sidelines 
when it comes to strategic discussions, 
often remembered only at the last minute 
and always second place to its perceptibly 
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CONSTRUCT  
As we mentioned in Chapter 1, while 

and ecosystems to be formed. When 
these new ecosystems are under 
construction, our respondents said 
it’s vital to tell a ‘better together’ 
story - demonstrating the value the 
relationship brings to all parties and 
end-users, as well as compelling joint 
business plans and objectives. 

to us and focus on 
what they have to sell, 
but we need shared 
goals and objectives. 
There can be friction 
as they have unrealistic 

what we as a big 
organisation can do 
for them. But we 
need to see synergy 
and collaboration 
opportunities and they 
need to see what we 

Darcy
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CASCADE  
AND CURATE
This tentative balancing act between 
smaller and larger partners requires 
constant curation for the ecosystem to 
remain healthy and successful. While 
ongoing nurturing is required, our 
respondents stated that ecosystems are 
constantly mutating; shifting from static 

ecosystems designed around customer 
needs. 

 

the good of the partnership, rather than a 

 



everyone has got it, everyone buys in. It’s 
continuous alignment.

 So we are all on the same page, we can 
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CHAPTER 4
INNOVATION
PREDICTION 
As we’ve discovered throughout 

of our respondents. There is a growing 
desire to have greater insight into 

not just reacting to events, but being 
proactive with customers and partners 

cited by our respondents as the way 

“ If you are generating 
thought leadership 
research you have 
great credibility.  We 

prospective client and 
the primary research 
we had been doing 
gave us a way in. This 
has led to us doing 

with them on cloud 
adoption.  It is a 
more considered and 
insightful approach to 

 Darcy
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points they have today, the research and data can 

PERFORMANCE   

as challenging as ever - more so with the growing 
fatigue around digital events and communications.  

personally about what customers and partners are 

smaller intimate events and informative research.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION

recently having morphed from partner 

agility and innovation at the core, 
where new partnerships and established 

customer need. 
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across prospects and how we drive innovation 

organisations, is inhibiting new ideas and 
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research because we’re passionate 
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the unsung hero of the technology and 
services industry. That’s why we’ve 
made it our mission to elevate channel 

using proven research and methodologies 
that accelerate channel performance. 

and our partners, we want to achieve greater 




