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According to Henrich Greve, a professor 
at INSEAD, it is knowledge: “The 
traditional alliances are always about 
the complementarity of assets: shipping 
firms pooling container ships to make a 
new route. Digital partnerships, however, 
are all about knowledge. This is because 
firms are so specialised, and knowledge 
is really difficult to get.”

Specialisation makes digital partnerships 
both possible and necessary. The digital 
revolution itself, by sharply reducing the 
costs of doing business, is enabling small, 
specialist businesses to punch above 
their weight, believes Roy Green, dean of 
the Business School at the University of 
Technology Sydney (UTS). 

“We’re seeing the decline of large 
vertically integrated organisations and 
the emergence now of smaller, more 
interdependent units of production, which 
give rise to smart specialisation by micro-
multinationals in global markets and 
value chains.”

Mr Riccio agrees: “Being able to do  
one thing brilliantly and having the  
depth of capability required to do 
that better than anyone else starts 
differentiating you in the market. But 
it also means that you have more 
specialised organisations, which will 
require a lot more collaboration.”

Alliances and partnerships are nothing new to the business world, 
having been around since the European guilds of the Middle Ages. 
In more recent decades strategic alliances have been common 
among airlines, for example, to share routes and facilities.  
What makes digital partnerships different? 

43%  
OF EXECUTIVES BELIEVE 
THAT THE CURRENT 
INDUSTRY CLASSIFICATION 
OF THEIR COMPANY IS  
NO LONGER ACCURATE 
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Which technology categories or developments are likely to be a major focus  
of your organisation’s digital partnership(s) in the future?  

Figure 6:  
What’s data mined is yours  
Source: Global survey conducted by  
The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2015
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Sharing secrets with strangers

Knowledge in the digital era often means 
data. Data and data sharing are central 
to digital partnerships. For over one-third 
(35%) of respondents to the survey, big 
data and analytics will be the major focus 
of their organisation’s digital partnerships 
in the future. For one-fifth (20%) it will be 
the Internet of Things, where multitudes 
of devices equipped with microsensors 
can communicate with one another.

“With more and more data being 
generated, companies are seeking  
the best way to make sense of the 
analytics, which then allows them to 
interact more effectively with customers 
to drive better business outcomes,”  
says Raj Thampuran, managing  
director of A*STAR—the Singapore 
government’s Agency for Science  
and Technology Research. 

Extensive data and information  
sharing is necessary if partners are  
going to get others to help them to 
achieve this. Although not a feature of 
every partnership, such openness is 
unknown to most older forms of alliances 
and partnerships. In some cases,  
sharing extends to forms of intellectual 
property (IP), including patents. US-
based GE, for example, makes many of 
its lighting and home-appliance patents 
available to inventors on Quirky’s open 
innovation platform (see case study:  
DIY digital platforms).

Digital partnerships are also likely to be 
more fluid than the strategic alliances of 
the past. For instance, small and large 
companies tap into Amsterdam Smart 
City’s innovation platform to obtain and 
develop ideas for connected products 
and services. Commercial companies 
make certain information available about 
their products in the hope of getting help 
to improve their own designs.

“Digital partnerships are  
all about knowledge”
Henrich Greve, professor, INSEAD

Although traditional contracts spelling 
out each partner’s commitments in detail 
will certainly not go away in all cases, 
the ease of entry and exit is one of the 
attractions of joining digital partnerships. 
In Mr Greve’s opinion, “some may last 
for four or five years, others may last for 
a year or 18 months before they start 
to drift apart. The knowledge part can 
be disconnected and shifted around so 
much easier than the asset part.” 

For Klas Bendrik, chief information officer 
at Volvo Cars, a Swedish automotive 
manufacturer (which partners with 
Ericsson, a communications technology 
firm, in a connected car tie-up), this 
fluidity is partly dictated by the immense 
speed of change in the digital world, 
which traditional “offline” members 
of partnerships find particularly 
challenging: “In the digital world it’s 
possible to become relevant much 
quicker than in traditional industries. 
But it’s also possible to become non-
relevant much faster. Partnerships, and 
the companies within them, are finding 
it difficult to be relevant at the right time 
with the solutions they develop.” 

The additional challenge for executives 
at traditional, offline or non-technology, 
organisations is how to manage 
technology-driven change in their 
own industry while dipping a toe into 
neighbouring and “hybrid” industries. 
Hybrid industries between technology 
and other players have been taking 
shape for several years—mobile banking, 
digital health, the connected car, Internet 
television, online gaming and digital 
publishing are just a few examples. This 
trend is certain to accelerate and touch 
more industries. “You not only need 
to remain quick and relevant in your 
traditional industry, you also need to  
be quick and relevant in industries that 
you never dreamed you’d be part of,”  
says Mr Bendrik.



 5    Connecting Companies - Strategic partnerships for tahe digital age.   

CASE STUDY
First at the scene 

Roche turns to technology partner  
for better patient care

Digital health is a classic example of 
a hybrid industry formed by players 
establishing cross-industry partnerships 
to tap capabilities they do not possess 
themselves. A good example is an 
alliance formed in early 2015 by Roche, a 
Swiss life-sciences firm, and Qualcomm, 
a US-based mobile-technology provider. 
What both firms call their “strategic 
collaboration” will focus on improving 
remote monitoring and management of 
patients suffering from chronic diseases.

The initial focus of the partnership  
is the transmission of data from Roche 
“point-of-care” diagnostic devices— 
in this case anti-coagulation meters—
used by patients to monitor prescribed 

therapy. Data is transmitted over 
secure wireless connections enabled 
by Qualcomm to a Roche cloud-based 
server and on—in real time—to the 
patient’s physician for analysis. The 
latter may adapt the treatment or simply 
continue to monitor as necessary. 

Jeremy Moss, senior vice-president of 
Roche Professional Diagnostics, explains 
the rationale for the partnership from his 
firm’s perspective: “It comes down to the 
simple fact that data transmission is not 
a core competence of ours. Healthcare 
providers have to look for innovative 
ways of managing patients with chronic 
disease in real time. It would take us 
a long, long time to build the needed 
expertise in that area, so it’s far better 
for us to partner with somebody who has 
that core competence. It allows us to get 
into this space much quicker.”

Qualcomm’s experience comes  
in handy in another area, adds  
Mr Moss—ensuring compliance with 
data-privacy rules. Different countries 
have different rules on security, storage 
and crossborder transmission of patient 
data. The telecommunications firm 
sees to it that the patient data it and 
Roche handle from the joint service is 
encrypted and stored in accordance with 
local rules. (The US is the initial market 
of focus.) This type of division of labour, 
says Mr Moss, allows Roche to focus on 
improving its diagnostic tools.
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