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When executives at Whalley Computer Associates Inc. got the news that the
company had won a major contract with a national retailer, the first reaction was
satisfaction -- followed by the more sober realization that the Southwick,
Mass.-based value-added reseller (VAR) couldn't possibly service all of the
company's sites throughout North America without some help.

"We had to replace their existing servers, pack up point-of-sale systems for them
and cable all of their sites in stores from California, Maine, Florida, Puerto Rico and
other locations," said Kevin Learned, director of professional services for the
150-employee VAR. "We didn't have the bench strength to do the work at those
locations, and we certainly didn't have the geographical reach."

The only way to satisfy the customer, Whalley execs decided, was to partner with
other VARs who could offer those services locally. In this particular case, Whalley
identified VARs with relevant expertise by working through distributor Ingram Micro
Inc.'s Ingram Micro Services Network (IMSN), which arranges professional-services
partnerships among its network of VAR partners and customers.

"Partnering allows us, as a regional business, to extend our footprint nationally,"
Learned said. "Customers don't care who is doing the work; they just want a single
point of contact to make sure it's all being done right."

Benefits versus risks

The synergy between two VARs can yield
significant results for both, including greater
profits, expansion of skills and the ability to
win the business of customers whose
requirements were beyond the reach of
either partner by itself.

"There are partners we've worked with for
years," said Nic Alicandri, president of
CipherTechs Inc., a New York-based
reseller. "For example, we have a
long-standing relationship with another New
York-based VAR that provides
complementary but not overlapping
services. We focus on security and they are
essentially a network management shop.
There are occasions when we throw
business to them and occasions when they
throw business to us."

But along with those benefits come risks --
that one reseller may poach customers from
the other, or that the lead VAR may lose
control of the project or the relationship with
the customer.

"You're putting your neck on the line in two
ways: first, by telling the customer that you
can get all of this done without knowing how
well [the other partner] will do it, and
secondly, by engaging a partner you don't
know," Learned said.

Trust is an important part of the equation,
especially if you choose to find a partner on
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your own without the benefit of a formal program. If you go this route, be sure to
evaluate potential partners carefully to make sure you share the same values and
can trust them, Alicandri said.

"There are guys I know in the city who we've been competing with for years, but
we'll pass each other something if we need help, or if I need a competitive quote
put out, because we've worked with them long enough to know that we can trust
each other," he said.

Being a good judge of character can be important when you work with a new
partner for the first time, Alicandri said.

But it's not the most reliable way. Often it makes sense to find a partner through a
program with a formal process to verify the skills -- if not the character -- of the
VARs involved. The IMSN program helps VARs find partners through a portal,
which allows them to search by geography, technical skill set or certification to find
an appropriate match. End customers rate all partners at the end of a project, and
only VARs who maintain at least 4.5 out of 5 stars can remain candidates for
partnership.

Avnet's OneTech Connect program works in a similar fashion, qualifying partners to
act as approved OneTech providers.

Good documentation make good partners

Whether you find your own partner or go through an intermediary such as a
distributor or even an attorney, it's critical to make sure your rights are protected.

Jeffrey Teeter, executive vice president of Logicalis Inc., a Bloomfield Hills,
Mich.-based VAR, sometimes uses Avnet's OneTech Connect program to find
partners, but also goes it alone when it makes sense.

When he finds his own partners, Teeter makes sure his in-house legal department
crafts something he calls a "document of understanding" to make sure all parties
understand the terms. When he finds a partner through the OneTech Connect
program, he relies on Avnet's agreements and contractual requirements.

Distributors are in a much better position than individual solutions providers to
protect the rights of VARs working as partners on a project. Most such programs
formalize the process with agreements that stipulate how the arrangement will work
and how disputes will be resolved.

Ingram Micro's IMSN program, for example, requires all partners to sign
agreements that spell out nondisclosure protection, non-compete clauses and a
member code of conduct.

"It's a safe environment for VARs to do business [in], because they have all signed
the same agreement and non-competes that are part of that program agreement,"
explained Brian Weaver, manager of services business development at Ingram
Micro.

And the programs are flexible. Learned, who has used the program numerous
times, said he appreciates the standards all must agree to maintain, but also
relishes the chance, for individual projects, to add additional details.

"We as a company have a scope of work detailing the project, and we get
signatures from that from the various partners as well," he said. "We can write up
anything else we want to add to it as long as the partner agrees to it and it doesn't
conflict with what we've already agreed to with Ingram Micro."

If a dispute arises, the IMSN agreement stipulates a three-pronged approach. First,
the partners try to work it out themselves. If that fails, Ingram Micro associates on
the IMSN team set up a conference call with all parties and try to work out a
compromise. If that also fails, the groups become part of a peer-led arbitration
group, and their ruling is binding.

Avnet's program similarly enforces rules of engagement and contractual obligations
for all partners, and monitors and ensures the delivery quality of the services.

"They know more partners than we do and help police it," Teeter said. "If the



partner behaves badly, not only are they burning a bridge with us, but they are
burning the bridge with a 2,000-pound gorilla."

But even with the inherent risks of partnering, most VARs who have done it would
gladly do it again.

"You take a little bit of the burden off of the customer, and that makes it all worth it,"
Alicandri said. "The other company may try to do something that's not in the spirit of
the agreement, but you're making the customer happy and that's the most
important thing."
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