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Strategic alliances can confer all sorts of advantages that businesses and brands simply can’t 
hope to achieve on their own, no matter how popular they are within a given space. Through 
launching the right strategic partnership, a business or brand can benefit from:

Exposure to brand new customer bases, name recognition and visibility among entirely 
different demographics in brand new geographies;

An increased reach into unexplored, unfamiliar markets;

Proficiency in providing services, solutions, and experiences far outside of its core competency;

A “wow” factor that comes from seeing two companies that customers love doing 
business with on a co-branded endeavor.

But these are only some of the potential benefits that business alliances can bring to the table 
for all partners involved. Partnerships, like businesses, are unique, and there are as many potential 
advantages to the right sort of partnering as there are different businesses, business models, and 
areas of expertise to creatively mash up, bundle, and cross-promote.

That means there’s a way for your company and those with whom you have professional 
relationships to work together and build upon one another’s strengths, whatever they may be. 
It’s just a matter of figuring out how. And the first step to imagining how a strategic alliance 
might be able to benefit you is by learning about how the biggest names across a wide range 
of industries are already doing it. 

While innovating the best product, knowing the customer, and having the most on-point 
advertising are as key as they ever have been to making a business thrive, today’s complex 
consumer landscape offers opportunities for success beyond the bounds of a single vertical. 
Some of the most successful companies out there are those that stray from the beaten path and 
move out of their comfort zone. But they don’t do it by shifting gears and getting away from what 
they’re good at. Rather, they meet the complexity of customer needs and desires by leveraging 
strategic alliance partnerships.

So let’s explore the highly innovative steps these visionaries have taken and look at how, in 
each alliance, all the players involved have been able to find unique benefits impossible to achieve 
on their own. And from there, we’ll discuss general lessons we can take from these specific situa-
tions that could inform your own partnering moves. Even if you’re a B2B software vendor whose 
product fills a specific niche, there are still invaluable lessons you can learn and critical insights 
you can garner by understanding the partnering strategies of these top consumer-facing brands.

INTRODUCTION
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1. General Mills + Nestlé

General Mills is one of the most well-known food manufacturers in the U.S., and Swiss-based 
Nestlé is an equally well-known global food and beverage company. The two companies have 
had a decades-long strategic alliance founded in the interest of popularizing General Mills 
products in other markets under the Nestle moniker.

The Partnership

The value of selling products and solutions under another a brand banner to appeal to locals 
in a region where you don’t have such great name recognition is certainly one valuable lesson 
from this ongoing partnership. But perhaps the more valuable lesson is how important good 
partnerships are for addressing unforeseen future developments. It is inevitable, whether 
you’re selling a SaaS solution or another type of product, that market realities beyond your 
control will shift, and they may leave your once-lauded solution looking for a second act. A 
good strategic alliance can keep you thriving throughout these invariable shakeups. As you 
figure out how to pivot to approach these market forces on your home turf, you can press 
down the gas pedal on your partnership to take greater advantage of the revenue coming 
through that pipeline.

The Takeaway

Perhaps the most interesting thing about this longstanding partnership between vendors is 
that while the alliance has remained in place for decades, its significance has grown due to 
changes in the market that nobody could have seen coming. In the mid-1990s in the U.S., 
when the alliance began, breakfast cereal was still a booming industry. Beginning in the new 
millennium, the market for cold breakfast in the U.S. began to shrink dramatically. Traditional 
breakfast items enjoyed by earlier generations like eggs became popular again, along with 
yogurt and on-the-go snack bars.

This has left General Mills and other big cereal manufacturers needing to pivot to meet 
the new customer demands. On the other hand, cereal remains big in the U.K., and there is 
potential for it to catch on in emerging markets as well. So while at one time this relationship 
was a mere matter of intentional expansion, it now takes on a far more critical role in General 
Mills’ ongoing success, as it allows sales to continue expanding under the Nestle brand even 
as the U.S. side strategizes how to meet eating trends that continue to shift away from its 
offerings.

The Success
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2. Target + Techstars Retail Accelerator Program

In recent years, low-cost retailer Target has been attempting to reinvent itself. Delineating 
new focus areas, doubling down on healthy grocery offerings, and rolling out new flexible 
store concepts have been but a few of the steps the chain has taken in an effort to return 
to the customer reputation it had in its glory days. But one of these initiatives involved 
taking a step outside of operations and assortment.

Techstars, a Colorado-based global startup accelerator has, for a decade, funded and 
provided mentorship opportunities to technology-oriented startups. In 2016 Target 
partnered with TechStars for the first time to put together a program that allowed the 
most promising startups that applied an unprecedented opportunity to benefit from the 
mentorship of some of the biggest names in tech and retail.

The 11 startups chosen from hundreds of applicants to take part in the accelerator were put 
through a 14-week, boot-camp-like immersive environment in Minneapolis where more than 
150 mentors, including Target’s CEO Brian Cornell, advised them on every aspect of conducting 
successful business. The event culminated in a “Demo Day” pitch event during which each 
startup had time to present their product to a crowd of 1,000 venture capitalists and other 
influential industry figures.

But this level of access wasn’t where the advantage ended. Some of the startups have since 
gone on to receive investments directly from Target. Another has created a pilot relationship 
with the retailer—its software solution is being used on the backend to manage certain 
aspects of Target’s operations. The program was so successful that the retailer has begun 
soliciting applications for startups that want to take part in the second iteration. 

Incubators that fund and develop new talent become more popular every year. That’s 
because retailers can benefit substantially by helping to develop, debut, and promote the 
next big tech sensation on their shelves, while startups with top-notch ideas can benefit 
from the unprecedented audience access and resources the incubator gives them. With 
that in mind, wherever you are within the business landscape, whether you’re a larger 
vendor looking to draw in talent or develop something you don’t have in-house or a startup 
looking for broader exposure, getting involved with a reputable incubator-based alliance 
can be a big win.

The Partnership

The Success

The Takeaway
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3. Starbucks + Barnes & Noble

The Success

The Takeaway

People consider coffee and bookstores as such natural complements to one another that it’s 
tempting to say they go together like, well, Starbucks and Barnes & Noble. This immediate 
association in the minds of consumers is proof alone that the right partnership can have an 
incredibly synergistic impact on both sales and brand recognition.

Finding a product that so successfully complements your own that customers, end users, or 
clients can’t think of the two as being separate from one another has all sorts of snowballing 
benefits. If you’ve got a SaaS accounting solution that’s thriving in a particular space while an 
HR management solution keeps popping up on the same computers of your partners’ clients 
and companies are using them in conjunction all the time, you could consider a co-brand-
ing relationship that turns your shared solutions into the “books and coffee” of a particular 
profession’s enterprise IT. If you’re a vendor for a public-facing consumer brand or are a 
business with your own brick-and-mortar outlets, the takeaway is even more direct. Finding 
a business that’s a surefire fit and co-branding can mean that when a customer reaches for 
someone else’s solution, they reach for yours and vice versa.

In the 1990s, as the bookstore market consolidated and big box stores came to rule book 
sales, Barnes & Noble emerged as one of the biggest players nationwide. At the same time, 
Starbucks exploded in popularity as founder Howard Schultz made good on his dream of 
bringing European coffee house culture mainstream in the U.S.

In 1993, the ever-expanding chains began a partnership that continues to this day. At a time 
when in-store cafés were a comparative rarity found in select mom-and-pops, Starbucks and 
Barnes & Noble turned an in-store coffee shop into a customer expectation, so much so that 
it’s difficult to extricate the idea of a Barnes & Noble from an in-store coffee shop bearing 
Starbucks’ mermaid logo.

The Partnership
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4. Sephora + J.C. Penny

The Partnership

The Success

The Takeaway

Department stores have suffered in the wake of e-commerce’s expansion. Previously a 
retail powerhouse, J.C. Penney is not the popular mall anchor that it once was. But even 
as the main brand struggles to find a place in the new economic landscape by exploring 
appliances and IoT solutions as possible places to rebuild its niche, it has managed to have 
one consistent element that brings in customers and earns accolades from analysts. In a 
somewhat controversial move in 2006, the company entered into a strategic alliance with 
cosmetics company Sephora that put Sephora outlets inside many J.C. Penney stores.

J.C. Penney’s alliance with Sephora has been a big win for the company since its introduction. 
The Sephora locations aren’t just an add-on to J.C. Penney, but a draw in and of themselves. 
This has led J.C. Penney to continue to build on their relationship with Sephora with new 
store concepts, which has kept customers coming in for Sephora and shopping around at 
J.C. Penney.

Even in the midst of an embattled business landscape, an alliance with a strong brand and a 
product or service can be a saving grace and an unexpected win. Did the Sephora partnership 
look like it was a direct fit for the J.C. Penney shopper at the outset? Not exactly. But the 
success of the brand within the walls of J.C. Penney has positioned the department store 
to remain relevant even as it continues refiguring elements of its operations. So while we 
may think of obvious thematic synergies as the driving force behind a good partnership, 
sometimes a less obvious partnership can attract a demographic you’d never quite expected 
to draw in as long as you’re working with a top-notch company! 
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5.  Best Buy + Samsung Experience Shop

The Partnership

The Success

The Takeaway

Best Buy was once at the top of the retail electronics and physical media world, back in 
the days when competitors like Circuit City and Media Play were busy fixtures of U.S. strip 
malls. But brick-and-mortar retail changed—fast. Sales of physical media staples like 
DVDs and especially CDs tapered, while big-ticket purchases of electronics, computers, 
and other tech items moved online. Technology is markedly different from when Best Buy 
was at its apex, as is the way that customers purchase and consume it; however, brick-and-
mortar outlets for smartphones and related services are still destinations for 
tech shoppers. So when Best Buy partnered with Samsung to open the Samsung 
Experience Shop store-within-a-store in many locations, the alliance partnership became
key to modernization.

The Samsung micro-outlets have offered a perfect revitalizing factor for Best Buy’s brand, 
thereby helping revive its image and show that it’s not a tech retailer stuck in the ‘90s, but 
one doing business and meeting needs in the new retail world. Best Buy also provides 
exclusive deals on hot upcoming Samsung items, which adds a level of exclusivity for the 
customer who shops for Samsung through Best Buy, in-store or online.

The Best Buy and Samsung alliance is a story about how one brand can leverage another to 
bring its own customers back in the door and catch up to where the market has shifted. If 
you’re in a position where you—like Best Buy—are searching to understand what contemporary 
customers are looking for, sometimes a new strategic alliance with a related brand can be 
the best way to help fuel your strategy to address the needs of a customer base you’ve lost 
over the years while sticking to what used to work.
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6. Walgreens + FedEx Dropoff

The Partnership

The Success

The Takeaway

These partnerships offer a few distinct advantages. First of all, they show a skillful reading 
of the next big thing customers are looking for in terms of their practical needs. In identifying 
this new consumer trend, Walgreens/FedEx and others have found a way to make people’s 
lives easier and promote the use of the shipping companies while simultaneously increasing 
the chance for in-store sales. If you can identify a burgeoning trend and find a way to make 
what you offer work for your partner and your partner work for you, that’s an alliance partnership 
that’s sure to win. 

More business than ever is conducted online these days, and if there’s one thing 
the e-commerce boom has meant, it’s that shipping companies need creative ways
 to get packages to the people who order them. Against the backdrop of this ever-
expanding need, Walgreens recently announced becoming a drop-off and pickup point 
for FedEx.

While Walgreens and FedEx are some of the most recent companies to take on this relationship, 
it is becoming a popular model all around for retailers with similar characteristics to Walgreens 
to partner with shipping companies. Businesses like Walgreens have a lot of locations and 
relatively late hours, making them a natural fit for shipping companies whose customer
convenience is often limited by having few locations in remote areas, difficult delivery windows, 
and limited business hours. Such partnerships both make it easier for customers to get their 
shipping needs met and bring people into the store, where the possibility for impulse 
purchases and other types of conversions is high.
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7. Target + CVS Health

The Partnership

The Success

The Takeaway

Are there elements of your business that you’re concentrating less on, that have fallen by 
the wayside as you’ve pursued your core competency, or that you were just never quite 
addressing in a way you were happy with? This Target/CVS partnership shows that the right 
strategic alliance can put someone who is capable of providing best-in-class service in the 
driver’s seat of a facet of your business that you can’t manage quite as well so that you both 
can benefit by being able to invest 110 percent into what you’re good at. 

We’ve already mentioned Target’s range of strategic moves to try to get themselves back 
on top of the world of mass retail. One of these recent moves involves a bit of outsourcing. 
Target was home to in-house pharmacies which CEO Brian Cornell himself said “were 
operating as a subscale player.” [1] Rather than jettisoning the business, Target outsourced 
to established pharmacy chain CVS Health through an acquisition that ceded ownership of 
Target’s pharmacies to CVS, but keeps the pharmacies inside Target stores with CVS branding.

When the acquisition went through, the CVS brand quickly became a recognizable part of 
the in-store Target experience. Those who were used to using Target’s in-store pharmacy 
were able to not only go about their business uninterrupted, but also could benefit from the 
higher level of service and focus that CVS brings to the table. And those with pre-existing 
relationships or affinities for CVS were able to swing by Target, rather than heading to a 
standalone CVS, to get all of their shopping and pharmacy needs met in one stop whereas 
it previously would have taken two.
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Strategic Alliances, Channel Partnerships, 
and The Shared Road to Success

The examples above represent some of the most effective strategic alliances formed 
by some of the biggest names in contemporary business. Each business, their 
position in their market, and what they offer their customers is wholly different, and 
the efficiencies and benefits created when they partner are entirely unique. But they 
all have one factor in common: They’re the result of creative thinking. And no matter 
how big or small your company is, creative thinking is something you can do and 
score big with.

Your solution may have a very specific technical use. It may operate solely within 
the supply chain or somewhere else in the B2B landscape, unlike most of the highly 
visible brands we’ve discussed. You might not have the business clout yet to bring on a 
huge name, and you might not be associated with a partner who can bundle, co-brand, 
or co-sell your solution with a product that’s a household name. But no matter the size 
of your business, no matter how well-established it is or well-connected you are, you 
can take the lessons you’ve learned here and use them to forge strategic alliances 
that build your reputation and your customer base in ways you never previously 
imagined and could never have done on your own.

Then you may very well find yourself reaping the benefits of a partnership with a 
company everyone knows or becoming the company everyone knows, the company 
with which the little guy dreams of forming a strategic alliance. So get thinking, get 
strategizing, get creative, and get partnering!
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