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How to Create 
A PARTNER PROGRAM THAT 
DRIVES CUSTOMER SUCCESS



The world of business is changing. It’s more complex 
and more high-tech than ever, and it’s global. What 
could once be hacked together by internal IT staff 
in an office is now built out on cutting-edge cloud 
technology. What was once available only to huge 
enterprises with the money to invest in expensive 
in-house hardware can now be handled by small to 
medium-sized businesses through paying a subscription 
fee. A small startup in Omaha might need a unified 
communications platform that gives it quick, reliable 
access to video chat with Dubai. A supplier based in 
Houston that has launched a unique, disruptive 
software-as-a-service solution might find its product 
catching on in offices throughout the EU before it 
makes it to Dallas. It’s an exciting, fast-moving world 
for those on any side of a sales relationship.   
 
And at the heart of it all… is the customer.

Customers are calling the shots in this new world of 
high-tech demands, where companies need to be 
ready to do business anytime and everywhere. To 
find solutions dynamic enough to meet these complex 
needs, customers are relying ever more frequently 
on channel partner relationships.

For a supplier to succeed, it’s first crucial to 
understand why.

Best Practices from Cisco’s 
World-Class Partner Ecosystem
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Channel Partnerships: 
Making Businesses Better

In this new, multifaceted business landscape, the indirect sales model has 
flourished. That’s because good partners can meet customer needs in a way 
that a single vendor often cannot. By building a deep understanding of how 
their customers operate and what those customers are hoping to accomplish, 
partners can look at the suites of products and services at their disposal 
through their supplier relationships and then use their own creative prob-
lem-solving expertise to combine, supplement, and hybridize those products 
and services to build out solutions that target specific customer needs.

The most successful partners, in 
fact, even bring in their own trusted 
partners to fill needs that they aren’t 
able to meet. This leads not just to 
one supplier’s products getting into 
the hands of one customer; it leads 
to multiple suppliers having their 
products and services creatively 
implemented together to solve 
problems in ways the suppliers may 
have never even imagined. 
It’s not hard to see how working 
with good partners is a reve-
nue-generating proposition for any 
supplier. And truly great partners go 
beyond just building revenue; they 
build loyalty for the long haul. 
Partners that can understand a 
customer’s needs and know how to 
meet them are ones that customers 
can’t do without. 

So, when customers work with partners 
they can trust, they stick with them. 
Not only that, but they also spread 
the word around to other businesses 
working in their space, and these 
businesses will send more business 
that partner’s way, which means 
even more value filtering back to that 
partner’s suppliers. 



With such immense value to be gained from working with partners that keep 
their customers happy, suppliers should be asking themselves one question: 
What can we do to enable our partners to make customers successful?  

That’s a question that we can begin to answer by looking at one of the most 
successful channel partner programs in the entire world of IT sales, that of 
Cisco. Cisco is a name that everyone in the tech world knows, and the success 
of its partner program proves just how far partnering can take a company. 
Taking innovative steps to promote customer success through its partners is 
a strategy that, as we will see, has paid off not just for Cisco, but for all the 
parties involved in its channel relationships.
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Setting the Gold Standard:
Cisco’s World-Class Partner Program

In a recent episode of The Allbound Podcast, Jen Spencer, vice president of 
sales and marketing at Allbound, got some insights into Cisco’s partner 
program from Jarrod Weise, partner content manager at Cisco.1 Weise 
shared the fact that more than 90 percent of the company’s business is 
conducted through partners, making partnerships an indispensable part of 
its digital marketing success.

Weise, who has been with Cisco for two years, described the emergence of 
Cisco’s partner ecosystem. Where once customers usually had one-on-one 
relationships with a single hardware reseller, now there exists a diverse world 
of partner types that both sell Cisco products and use them as the basis for 
their own offerings and services. For example: 
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Traditional 
Resellers

Integrators

Consulting
Firms

Partners that build 
products based on 

Cisco hardware

Development firms 
that write apps on
Cisco platforms



While, in earlier eras, a company would buy a piece of hardware from a partner 
and have its internal IT staff set up and manage it (which, Weise noted, does 
still happen frequently), more complex needs have led customers to reach 
out to different types of partners to implement and manage different parts of 
their business or infrastructure. Cisco partners work with customers, and 
work with one another, to effectively address customer needs. In fact, bigger, 
more well-established partners have even gotten into the practice of bringing 
on smaller, newer partners with specified skills to meet needs where the 
bigger partner lacks expertise.

As Cisco has watched the emergence of this ecosystem, it has made moves 
to foster its growth, knowing that this investment will reflect back on its 
brand in revenue, recognition, and loyalty.
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Cisco’s Model for Ensuring 
Customer Success

The steps that Cisco takes to make sure partners are able to meet customer 
needs go above and beyond mere support. Cisco’s partner program 
becomes deeply involved in both the world of the partner and the world of 
the customer. The following aspects of the program represent a few of the 
ways that Cisco stands out in supporting the channel it works with.
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The real magic of channel sales is in its ability to bring different partners 
together to meet the needs of a customer. Cisco doesn’t just let this happen 
passively—it actively enables it. Using its understanding of partner and customer 
needs, Cisco introduces partners to one another and gives those partners 
insights into how they can fit together and collaborate. Whether it’s setting up 
networking events where different partner types can interact with one another 
and step up to identify needs, pointing customers and partners to its vast 
marketplace of solution providers to get partners connected, or building out 
marketing and educational content that gets all its partners thinking along 
collaborative lines, Cisco is always playing an active role in getting partners 
talking to one another—and working together so that the customer wins.

Facilitating multi-partner collaboration. 

Cisco’s partner program becomes deeply involved in both 
the world of the partner and the world of the customer.



In a highly technical market, it’s 
easy for sellers just getting on 
board to be overwhelmed or to 
think that they have to address 
every new piece of technology that 
hits the market. Partners can be 
confused, and that can lead to all 
sorts of problems—for partners, 
suppliers, and, of course, the customer. 
Cisco skillfully guides midmarket 
partners away from this potential 
minefield of frustration with a 
program called “The Edge.” 

Cisco gives participating partners 
guidance on where to focus their 
efforts to ensure success, using 
the vendor’s industry expertise to 
identify the few trends that partners 
should really be paying attention to 
and providing materials that set 
partners up to succeed in their 
approach. When partners are 
on-boarded through The Edge, they’re 
shown the real-world applications 
of Cisco’s products in easy-to-
understand, nontechnical language. 
This sets up the partner to effectively 
serve the customer as much as it 
gives the partner an easy starting 
point to learn more as it goes 
deeper into the selling relationship.

Simplifying a complex world of technology. 
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While Cisco does have a wealth of product knowledge and an incredible 
insight into the industry, that doesn’t mean it falls back on top-down lecturing 
to get its partners up to speed. Quite the opposite. Cisco enters into a 
conversation with its partners, assessing their individual strengths and needs, 
responding to their concerns and questions, and helping them build out the 
content they need—to tell the story they want to. Going into partnerships with 
this mindset, Cisco is offering guidance based on real needs, not disseminating 
information based on broad ideas about what’s happening in the industry. And 
Cisco can learn from these interactions just as much as it teaches.

Creating partnerships that are two-way streets.

Partners have altogether unique understandings of their customers’ needs, 
but the supplier can bring in a fresh set of eyes and a more direct knowledge 
of the tool, to see opportunities with a customer that the partner might actually 
miss. Cisco takes this extra step, and, in doing so, also gets a first-person look 
at the numerous ways its products are being used in the field—gathering 
information to inform further product strategies and make sure that products 
themselves are honed to meet the needs of the end users.

Hands-on enablement.

Going into partnerships with this mindset, Cisco is offering 
guidance based on real needs, not disseminating information 
based on broad ideas about what’s happening in the industry.



At the heart of Cisco’s content strategy is storytelling. Through having the 
right kind of conversations, Cisco doesn’t just assess its partners’ needs; 
Cisco hears about and understands partners’ real-life experiences selling and 
using Cisco products. Using that, Cisco helps partners create marketing con-
tent that tells that story to customers and to the world at large. 

As Cisco’s partner program continues to thrive, the vendor continues to appreciate 
the value in understanding the unique story of each of its partners. Based on 
that, Cisco is moving even further into the realm of co-creation of content 
with partners. Cisco has begun working toward helping partners share real-life 
stories that will illustrate to customers the real-world successes that come 
with a technologically advanced office that uses Cisco products and services 
as its foundation.

Creating content based on the seller’s perspective.
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Partnering, Customer Satisfaction, and 
What You Can Learn From Cisco’s Success

It’s obvious from Cisco’s success that many of the unique elements it has in 
place in its channel program—now differentiators—will be table stakes for 
partnering someday soon. So how can you get on board with what this 
trendsetter in partner success has been able to accomplish? You can follow 
Cisco’s lead by applying the following lessons to your partner relationships. 
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One of the most obvious places that Cisco stands out is in its treating 
partner relationships less like a teacher lecturing a student and more like a 
mutual mentorship. To ensure your partners’ success, your first order of 
business is to get in there and talk to them about what they hope to 
accomplish, how they plan to position your product, and what content (and 
content strategy) they are using to do it.

Understanding an individual partner’s priorities and its focus will allow you 
to help it build out materials and strategies that speak directly to its needs 
and that will wow its customers.   

Partnering is a shared experience.

One of the most obvious places that Cisco stands out is in its 
treating partner relationships less like a teacher lecturing a 
student and more like a mutual mentorship.
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Understanding what a customer 
needs, and what story a partner 
needs to tell to drive home to that 
customer that the customer is in 
capable hands, is central to a content 
strategy. Entering into a relationship 
where you and your partners 
co-create content based on feed-
back about what’s going on in the 
field can assure that you have 
materials that speak directly to 
helping the customer.

Such a strategy may sound 
intimidating and labor-intensive, 
but it doesn’t necessarily require a 
full rewrite of your materials for 
every partner. Having original content 
banked that you can augment as 
necessary to speak to the unique 
needs of individual partners can 
make sure that you get across both 
your partner’s message and your own.

Content is a top priority.

Documents with lists of features 
that communicate basic information 
about a product are important, 
sure. But they’re just the starting 
point for your marketing content. 

When you’re thinking about content, 
you should be asking yourself: 
What is my brand doing out there in 
the world? Whose needs is it meeting? 
How is it making the end customer’s 
work more efficient, more effective, 
and better? Building out content 
that answers these questions—and 
that does so using video, interactive 
technology, and all the other 
new-media storytelling tools at your 
disposal—is the way to make sure 
that you’re really reaching customers 
and making them understand why 
your brand is something they need 
in their corner.

Content is more than just 
product brochures. 
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High-quality, meticulously targeted content is, of course, critical. But if you 
have content that’s sitting there, static, on a shared drive or a difficult-to-
access platform, its quality hardly matters to the partners and customers 
who never end up interacting with it. 

Having the right technological solution in place to deliver the content and 
inspire frequent interaction with it is one of the biggest pieces of the partnering 
puzzle. So think content creation—but also think organization. A content 
delivery system that’s intuitive, easy, clean, and clear is just as important as 
content that delivers a powerful story. 

Content delivery is as important as content strategy.

One of the major differences between managing a partner program now as 
opposed to doing so just a few years ago is that you now have the ability to 
quantify your success with hard data. In Cisco’s case, using sales acceleration 
software has allowed it to drastically improve its understanding of which of 
its marketing assets are being used and which partners are using them 
most effectively. And with the right robust software, any supplier can benefit 
from the world of insights such analytics provides. 

Moreover, as with other elements 
of the “ecosystem” model for 
understanding partner relationships, 
the information you glean from 
these data doesn’t need to stay 
restricted to a single partner. When 
you’ve determined with data which 
strategies and materials work most 
effectively, you can take the next 
step and share this valuable knowledge 
with the players anywhere throughout 
your channel program that can best 
make use of it.

Channel success depends on tracking metrics.
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Not just to your partners and your customers, but within your own office. 
Your executive team has a particular perspective on what your brand is 
doing, but there’s always a chance that the team members will need a bit of 
eye-opening when it comes to the importance of your partners. Like your 
executive team, you know what your brand does. You have the in-house 
story down pat. With the right materials, you then can answer the following 
question for your executive team: How does enhancing, expanding, and 
empowering the partner program allow you to tell the next chapter of your 
brand’s story?

For Cisco, this is a story about partners driving 
growth, helping each other, and building the 
IT economy as a whole with the brand as one 
of its major cornerstones. For you… well, your 
story is one that only you and your partners can 
figure out—together. So start talking to them. 
See how they’re working with their customers 
and see what you can do to help. Communicate, 
be creative, teach, learn—and get started 
telling your story and helping your partners 
tell theirs. 

No matter what you’re selling, no matter how 
big or small your footprint, if you use the right 
tools and the right content, your brand’s story 
is bound to have a chapter about the great 
success you bring to everyone involved in 
your channel.

Telling the story is critical.
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Customer Success = Partner Success = 
Your Success

Today’s business landscape is a far different beast from what it was 10, or 
even five, years ago. But while the networks of relationships that allow 
customers to meet their needs are growing ever more complicated, the 
basic idea behind what makes businesses succeed is one that’s as old as 
doing business itself. Keeping customers satisfied and meeting their needs 
are the key to growth, success, and profit.  

Facilitating the relationships that let your partners do their best, encouraging 
collaboration, and helping them tell their stories are all critical in positioning 
them so that they can provide anything to their customers that the customers 
need to succeed. So keep that top of mind and set your channel up for success. 
Because if you set your channel up for success, success and satisfaction will 
trickle back up—from the customer, to your partners, to you.

Keeping customers satisfied and meeting their needs are 
the key to growth, success, and profit.  
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