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shark infested waters – how to avoid them

‘The fight is lost or won far away from witnesses – 
behind the lines, in the gym and out there on the road, 
long before I dance under those lights.’
Muhammad Ali

Of course, one element of winning and building successful partnerships is about the ‘pitch’, 
the big meetings under the spotlight. But every bit as important, and often misunderstood and 
over-looked, are all the elements that come before and after these spotlight moments. This 
presentation is about the all-important process, and what Alix and her teams tend to do at 
each step of it, that makes all the difference.

1  prospecting
All three of the charities Alix had worked for before, though different in many ways, initially 
had almost identical corporate prospect lists. Does the company prospect spreadsheet you 
inherited look similar to everyone else’s? 

This makes no sense. Competition will be so intense if you approach this list of famous 
companies that almost every other charity is going for.
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What problems does your charity need to solve to achieve its mission? 

Who is its target audience, both in terms of beneficiaries and in terms of supporters?

Which companies focus their attention on either of these kinds of people?

These questions should help you come up with commercial sectors, and specific company 
names which are different from many other charities. 

Another useful question is ‘who would we partner with if it was not about money?’ ie which 
companies can help us solve a key problem? And are there ways that helping us will also be 
good for them, and how they are perceived by a market they care about?

NOTE: 
For more detail on the Bright Spot Formula for choosing which companies to focus on (ie your 
Dream 10 Partners List, See Film 2 and the handout within the Members Club Bundle How to 
Win Strategic Corporate Partnerships.

2  Qualify
Not every company that you initially put on your list as candidates for your Dream 10 Partners 
List would ultimately become fantastic partners. Some would turn out not to be worth 
pursuing. Before going all out to pursue a partnership, an important step is to gain greater 
insight, to test your assumptions as to who they really are, what they could want from a 
partnership, what potential they have to bring enough of the kind of value (note, we say value 
here, not only money) you seek.

Some of this insight can be done on-line, but the most valuable insights come through 
conversation (ideally face to face, not only on the phone), with people at the company or those 
who know that industry / company’s issues, for example knowledgeable other people in the 
sector who you cultivate as ‘ambassadors’.

3  engage

‘Most people do not listen with the intent to understand; 
they listen with the intent to reply.’

If you really seek to influence someone, it is crucial that you seek to understand and appreciate 
their world. The quality of being present in this way feels different to the person you are in 
conversation with. This feeling is relatively unusual and therefore makes you more attractive. 
(The people you are meeting will be used to other charities (or at least salespeople) whose 
primary goal is to talk about how wonderful they are, to ‘sell’ their product or solution. 

In your first meeting(s) your primary intention should be to better understand and appreciate 
the company and what it could want from a partnership. This depth of insight is what will 
enable you to propose and jointly build a partnership that is genuinely valuable to both parties.

Alix’s example of how she and her team initially made a false assumption about the 
real objective (ie to grow the size of the market rather than market share) of Lilly, the 
pharmaceutical company, highlights a very common pitfall. Each player within any industry will 
have subtle and sometimes very significant variations in terms of their objectives, as well as 
different values and culture and language preferences to describe any of these issues.
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Of course, a major challenge to this way of working is that however much you know that it is in 
the company’s interest to meet you for coffee, they may be unaware of this. They are often not 
even aware that genuinely strategic, two-way partnerships (rather than purely philanthropic, 
ie benefit only to the charity ones) are possible. So of course they’ll instinctively presume you 
should just talk to their colleagues in the CSR team. 

So to succeed you need to a) cultivate a conviction that this is a far more powerful way of 
working – ie your certainty that there is a better way needs to be stronger than your potential 
partners (false and unhelpful) belief that partnerships are largely about companies being 
philanthropic and getting nothing of value in return.

NOTE – For three strategies as to how to persuade companies to meet you for coffee, see 
Film Part 3 and the handout within the Members Club Bundle How to Win Strategic Corporate 
Partnerships.

One way to engage a company is to deliberately add value first, even when there appears to 
be little value you would receive in the short term. See it as a loss leader. One example of this 
is Alix’s story of how Make a Wish Foundation added value to the retailer that granted James’ 
wish for a shopping spree. This can be a difficult thing to do when you already feel too busy 
and under-resourced, but if the company you are talking to does fit into your Dream 10 Partner 
criteria, then finding the time to add value to them while building this relationship is the right 
move. 

4 ask and negotiate
What you do not want to happen is to spend months and years in ‘the friend zone’! Unless you 
quite deliberately ask for a partnership, either this relationship will drag on without ever adding 
much value to either party; or the company will take the initiative and propose a partnership 
that is not in your best interests.

NOTE from Rob – The most helpful book on the subject of negotiation that I’ve read is 
Everything is Negotiable, by Gavin Kennedy. If you feel this is a skill that could be holding back 
your success it is well worth reading.

Just because this way of asking may not officially be labelled as a pitch by the company, it 
does not mean you should not prepare for it with the level of care you would take if it was.

NOTE from Rob - For help in preparing for pitches, see Pitch to Win, my e-book in the 
Resources section of the Members Club.

Two crucial things to be completely clear on before any negotiation are a) what outcome do 
you want, and b) what do you want as a minimum (ie without achieving this you will walk 
away)? If you’re not prepared to walk away, you’re not in a negotiation.

Also, be clear to be focused on value (not just cash) for your charity. And have all necessary 
discussions with your colleagues – got aligned internally - before you meet the company 
because you’re representing your charity’s interests, not the fundraising department’s interests.
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Remember Alix’s story of negotiating with M and S over the World’s Biggest Coffee Morning. 
Initially they were linked up with the wrong part of M and S, successful though the partnership 
initially appeared to be. This is a very common pattern in partnerships with companies. 
Through a clear-thinking understanding of where the value really lay, and the willingness to 
work hard and negotiate to find the value, Alix and her team achieved a transformational result 
through the partnership (from around £0.5 million to around £3 million per year).

Which of your current partnerships could this same pattern apply to? Where would the value 
really lie, and how could you go about (re)opening your negotiation to achieve your new 
outcome?

5  partner and develop
The real gold lies in not only delivering what you said you would deliver (really well!!) but, 
crucially, in making the time to think about ways to develop, to grow the partnership. 

(Getting clear on governance is helpful in the delivery half of this, don’t shy away from it. 
Create a document where you articulate who makes decisions about which elements.)

To grow the value, ask yourselves, if we could do something else that is valuable with this 
company, what would it be? And who would we need to talk to / build a relationship with to 
move in the direction of this being possible? 

Essentially, once the partnership is won and you are working on delivering it, you are also 
re-starting this five-step sales cycle. This is hard work but its also where the gold is. And its 
far less hard work than winning a whole new partnership each time, because you are taking 
advantage of the existing trust, relationships and understanding about the partner.

How could you make use of these insights?
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What ideas do you have to go make use of Alix’s advice in any of the five areas of 
the sales cycle? 

who would it help to talk through these ideas with?

?
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You’ve been working on:

We’d love to hear how you get on. Feel free to share your progress or questions in the 
Members Club Facebook Group and I’ll help where I can.


