
Relationship manager – weakest
link or a strong zipper?
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The place to start for any outsourcing rela-
tionship is with a common understanding and
commitment to agreed objectives. There also
has to be a clear incentive to both parties to
work through issues and improve quality.
Quantifiable and clear measures are impor-
tant, too. And in a true sense of partnership,
each party is responsible for each other’s suc-
cesses. Other important drivers include the
need for constant mutual senior executive
sponsorship. Better still – a strong, passionate,
clear, unwavering sponsorship, committed to
collaboration that creates value beyond any-
thing stated in the contract.

Yet one ingredient that seems to be consis-
tently overlooked - or at least not given the
necessary level of commitment required by
both parties – is the strategic impact of the
individuals that represent the parties in the
relationship on a daily basis. 

Let’s call them the ‘relationship manager’
for the purposes of this article. If they are
weak or unsupported, the relationship at best
will sub-optimise. More seriously, far from
being the conduit for collaborative under-
standing, they can be the blocker and cause
of failure.

This role takes on an even greater signif-
icance when organisations consider by far
the biggest enabler to achieving successful
collaborative partnering – namely, the value
systems and mindset that exist within the

two parties. GBPA’s research, with interna-
tional organisations, regarding the main
value system and mindset enablers for suc-
cessful partnerships, discovered that trust
was by far the biggest enabler – mutual

openness, honesty, transparency and com-
mitment also scored highly.

For trust to develop, clearly this has to be
built over time through the experience of
people working closely together. And the
people most able to influence the develop-
ment of trust are the individuals who oper-
ate in the challenging waters between the
parties.

But the same research also identified the
main obstacle to achieving successful collab-
orative partnering: an inability to work
together. And aside from structural and pro-
cess incompatibilities, the single biggest
blocker here relates to the people managing
the relationships, and how they can destroy
trust.

Destroying trust
To tackle this issue, GBPA analysed and

identified relationship manager behaviours
that typically undermine trust. These include:
• Not listening (a guaranteed killer of trust!) 
• Lack of interpersonal skills, ie the inability

to develop sound one-to-one relationships
• Putting own interests ahead of the cus-

tomer’s; eg pushing own agenda, only
proactively making contact when it is in
own personal interest to do so

• Saying ‘No’ to a request without due con-
sideration of the underlying requirement
and possible solutions
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Successful collaborative outsourcing relationships rely on effective relationship managers in both parties. But few appreciate the
strategic significance of the role, according to Philip Anderson.

“Contacts not contracts make for successful relationships.” How often have you heard this said?  

And what about this voice of experience? “For outsourcing and offshoring to operate optimally it requires effective col-
laboration between the parties, best characterised by a sense of partnership.”

If organisations accept these sentiments, what can they do to embrace these notions - and, more importantly, make them reality? 

The right mindset
The mindset for successful relationship
managers is well encapsulated in the
Japanese word, Oyakudachi - basically
‘walking in the customer’s shoes’ - the
philosophy of which Hiroshi Hamada
imbued into the Ricoh Group of companies.

And relationship managers can only do this
if they are willing to experience the poten-
tial unease, but hugely beneficial experi-
ence, of putting themselves in the other
person’s shoes. That way they are better
able to see things from the other person’s
perspective, whether they are on the sup-
plier or customer side.

But for a relationship manager to really
experience another person’s perspective,
they have to be willing to remove their own
shoes first.



• Not following through on commitments
made, eg failure to carry out agreed actions
following a meeting, no matter how seem-
ingly trivial 

• Being sales-oriented, rather than solution-
oriented

• Failing to brief own colleagues on cus-
tomer situation and needs

• Lacking cultural sensitivity
• Revealing personal confidences to others
• Not being completely honest 
• Misleading customer to believe their

organisation has capabilities that they are
not experienced in delivering

• Not welcoming performance feedback or
showing any evidence of learning from it

• Being ill-prepared when engaging with the
customer, and failing to recall insights,
understanding and agreements from previ-
ous discussions

• ‘Playing politics’ in the customer organisa-
tion

• Blaming the other party for issues 

Of course, any of these undermining
behaviours displayed by relationship managers
are equally corrosive either side of the relation-
ship. So, it’s important that both parties are
equally committed to ensuring that individuals
in a relationship manager role have the neces-
sary capabilities, and understand and practice
appropriate trust-building behaviours. This is
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easy to say, but GBPA experience shows there
is generally poor understanding of the relation-
ship manager role, and the challenges faced by
relationship managers.

For a moment, put yourself in the shoes of
the relationship manager. It is a demanding
role, with pressure from both sides. In effect,
you are the jam in the sandwich. As one expe-
rienced relationship manager from India
working with a major US based customer said:
“at times I am not so concerned about being
the jam in the sandwich, I am more worried
that I will become my customer’s lunch such
are the pressures I am put under”. 

Competing demands
There are often competing demands on the

relationship manager from both parties in the
relationship (figure 1).  

The relationship manager needs to be able
to develop confidence in their effectiveness –
both in their own organisation and in the other
party’s organisation. A tough call as it requires
the support of their own colleagues, and under-
standing about the significance of the role and
capabilities required, which is so often lacking. 

Many different skills are required to be an
effective relationship manager.  And different
capabilities have particular importance as the
relationship matures. From working with rela-
tionship managers for both major customer
organisations and suppliers - in Europe, North

Customer Expectations

• Build confidence

• Understand significance &
 prioritisation of requests

• Tell your colleagues when
 they get things wrong, and
 push on our behalf

• Deliver more for less

• Enhance your reputation with
 our internal customers

• Tune into and align with our
 changing situation

• Maintain harmonious and
 collaborative relationships

• Provide rapid response to
 requests with suitable
 resources

RM quote: “When I’m doing my job really well both sides see me as their person”
Source: GBPA Discovery Programme, 2006-2007

Supplier Expectations

• Build confidence

• Communicate clearly our
 priorities in your organisation

• Push back at customer if their
 request is unreasonable
 commercially or operationally

• Achieve profit goals

• Build reputation of our
 organisation

• Identify opportunities to
 demonstrate responsiveness

• Maintain harmonious and
 collaborative relationships

• Plan and optimise utilization 
 of resources

RM
 INTERFACE LAYER

Figure 1: Competing demands for relationship managers

& South America, India, China and Japan –
GBPA has developed a Relationship
Management Capabilities and Behaviours
Framework. This enables organisations to
identify the capabilities and behaviours that
are crucial to their relationship managers, and
to facilitate their development (figure 2).

For these capabilities to have relevance to
the outsourcing partnership, they need to be
elaborated into illustrative appropriate
behaviours that organisations and their rela-
tionship managers can relate to – and which
should be the focus of performance reviews
and skills development programmes.

What is the overarching capability? Without
doubt it is the ability to develop relationships –
without this the relationship manager cannot
succeed. The relationship manager needs to be
able to develop relationships in both customer
and supplier organisations, while exercising
personal commitment to achieving agreed
goals and to overcoming obstacles.

To be able to develop successful relation-
ships, the relationship manager needs to exer-
cise a wide range of behaviours from connect-
ing with people to being sensitive to cultural
norms (figure 3). 

One way relationship managers are sure to
build valued relationships is by enhancing
their customer’s personal reputation. As one
senior executive said, “I need their relationship
manager to make me look smart.”

You can’t spend long pondering on key
capabilities and behaviours for a successful rela-
tionship manager without thinking about the
importance of being able to communicate effec-
tively. Without this key capability it’s impossible
to build a relationship with rapport and trust. 

GBPA’s work in this area has uncovered
some important findings. Firstly, a key indica-
tor of effective communication skills is
whether you are left feeling that your relation-
ship manager listened and understood what is
important to you. How can a relationship man-
ager achieve this happy state? It seems obvi-
ous but is rarely practised - by asking open,
discovery-type questions - listening, probing
for clarification, and accurately summarising
to check mutual understanding.

Secondly, building confidence and shared
understanding through effective communica-
tions is a particular challenge when working
across cultural and national boundaries. This
can be a source of frustration and misunder-
standing on both sides, and a severely limiting
factor in building truly collaborative relation-
ships and in achieving desired outcomes. In the
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global environment in which we now all
work, there is a requirement to understand
much more deeply the dynamics of communi-
cation across cultures if there is to be greater
ease of understanding and the ability to build
deeper trust.

Success measured by
outcomes

Ultimately success is measured by the out-
comes achieved, which requires a range of
behaviours associated with goals orientation.
Managers in customer organisations cited a
particular requirement here - the customer
needs the relationship manager to be the sin-
gle point of contact and ‘orchestrator’ for issue
/ problem resolution. They need the relation-
ship manager to ensure that issues and crises
are managed, quickly identifying root causes
and facilitating their resolution. The relation-
ship manager doesn't need to be personally
sorting out the issues, but from the customer
perspective, they need to be the conduit
through which the actions are orchestrated. 

It is inevitable that problems will occur. And
it's not necessarily a disaster when they do. But
when problems are handled badly, one thing is
clear: what could have been easily resolved
can quickly turn into a severely damaging inci-
dent if the relationship manager is unable, or
not empowered, to proactively deal with the
issue. One of several major points of learning
from GBPA’s work is that the longer a relation-
ship manager delays in notifying a customer of
a problem, the more likely it is that the issue
will be more difficult to resolve. Very often, and
quite simply, this is because the more they
delay, fewer options are left to the customer to
participate in the resolution of the issue. 

Building trust
Now let us look at how trust can be built,

rather than behaviours that undermine it. After
all, one of the key capabilities of the successful
relationship manager is the ability to build trust. 

As trust is such a key ingredient for suc-
cessful collaborative relationships, GBPA has
explored how to build trust in some detail as
part of a recent GBPA Discovery project. In
gathering insights from participating organisa-
tions, four core elements were identified for
building trust: mutual commitment, building
confidence and respect, integrity and honesty,
communication, clarity and transparency.
These elements build into a practical frame-
work for developing successful collaborative
relationships (Figure 4).

In the fuller framework, GBPA has built
behavioural indicators that reflect the pres-
ence of these four core elements for both
Relational and Performance aspects of the
relationship – two separate but important
aspects of the relationship. So for example,
behavioural indicators for ‘building confidence
and respect’ include: manages expectations,

consistently delivers and follows through on
agreements and commitments made.

Building trust is not a one-off event. It’s a
journey that requires continual nurturing, partic-
ularly in an outsourcing relationship. It’s not easy
but it’s not impossible. Tools, such as the GBPA
framework, exist to help develop both individu-
als and effective collaborative relationships.

Source: GBPA Relationship Management Capabilities and Behaviours Framework, 2006
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Figure 2: Relationship manager capabilities

Establishes rapport and trust so that engagement, ideas and challenge
are welcomed
Builds and uses extensive network of formal/informal contacts to get
information, help and support within both organisations
Naturally establishes relationships on a ‘peer to peer’ basis
Makes building relationships an active personal priority, as well as for
colleagues
Connects with people through showing genuine interest in them as
individuals
Consultative when engaging with the customer, seeking to clearly
understand the requirement/issue so as to respond appropriately
Helps enhance the customer’s personal reputation
Tunes into personal as well as business needs
Sensitive to local and individual cultural norms
Seriously considers request with an open mind, exploring the 
requirement and persuing the best possible solution
Follows thrugh on agreements and actions from meetings
Recognises and shows appreciation for the contribution of both
colleagues and of customers
Recognises possible adverse impact on customer of internal
developments, including potential slippage on deliverables, and
discusses these with the customer at the earliest opportunity
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Figure 3: Behaviours required by relationship managers to develop successful relationships



When asked what practical things can be
done to build trust, respondents in the GBPA
research cited behaviours that included:
• Demonstrating interest in and understand-

ing of the other party’s business sector and
business goals and priorities

• Is consultative by nature – asks questions,
listens carefully and focuses on what is
important to the other party

• Personally promotes, maintains and devel-
ops effective collaborative relationships
with customer contacts and colleagues in
own organisation

• Demonstrates personal commitment to
achieving success for the customer and to
exceeding expectations 

• Seriously considers customer requests with
an open mind, exploring the requirement
and pursuing the best possible solution

• Helps enhance the customer’s personal
reputation, and helps ‘keep the customer
out of trouble’; eg regarding compliance
requirements

• Follows through on agreements and
actions from meetings

• Taking ownership of issues and ensuring
their resolution 

• Demonstrating flexibility and ability to
adapt quickly to changing situations and
requirements

• Easy to communicate with and do business
with 

• Ensures openness and transparency of
their operations

• Managing expectations about what you
can and will deliver

• Getting it right first time (without us having
to battle with you)
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• Being flexible to enable delivery, particular-
ly at crucial moments

• Doing the expected really well
• Sharing bad news immediately, and man-

aging issues effectively
• Being open about failures; focusing on

problem solving, not blame
• Transparency; getting everything on the

table and working out together what went
wrong and ensuring a no blame culture

• Being empowered at the level where things
need to be done

• Putting time and commitment into rela-
tionship building

• Proactively help each other 
• Maintaining top level sponsorship / com-

mitment for the relationship

Zipping the relationship
When looking at this list, it is important not

to regard it as a shopping list. The best way to
discover how meaningful these behaviours are
in your particular relationships is to explore
what is important to your customer, and to act
accordingly.

As a supplier, when you look at your key
relationships, is it really the responsibility of
your relationship manager alone to ensure
that all parties work effectively together?

How much of that responsibility is and
should reasonably be vested in only the sup-
plier’s relationship manager to navigate and
draw together the various touch points
between the parties? And how much is it a
shared responsibility?

What are you doing to ensure that the right
person with the appropriate capabilities is ful-
filling this role in both parties in the key rela-
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Communication, Clarity and Transparency
Practices that will support the development of trust

Integrity and Honesty
Qualities that will underpin your ability to relate and maintain trust

Building Confidence and Respect
An attitude that puts demonstrating your commitment to your partner into action

Mutual Commitment
An attitude that places your partner’s interests as equal to your own

Source: GBPA Discovery Project; Vital signs for Successful Collaborative Relationships, 2006

Figure 4: Core elements for building trust 

tionships you’re involved in? After all, it is
clear that no relationship can afford to have
their relationship manager as the weakest link.

Indeed, when you think about it, the rela-
tionship manager needs to be more a zipper in
the relationship. There are multiple touch
points between both parties, and the relation-
ship manager needs to work across all these
different touch points, ensuring that they are
joined up in the best way possible. This is best
done when there are relationship managers
either side of the relationship, both committed
to joining all the touch points in the zipper to
ensure the success of the relationship.  

At a recent GBPA event, the following ben-
efits of developing ‘zipper relationships’ were
identified:
• Stronger relationship, with reduced risk
• Longer term continuity
• More productive relationships
• Easier to align the interests of the parties
• Less conflict
• More expertise involved in the relationship
• Additional contribution, eg thinking and

energy
• Process of ‘zipping’ itself creates benefit

Often there is a requirement for several
managers on either side of the relationship
with partnering and collaborative capabilities.
For example, significant outsourcing arrange-
ments need several people working to ensure
that the relationship is appropriately joined up. 

But whatever the requirement for numbers
of people in these roles, everyone involved at
the interface of the collaborating organisations
needs to have the right capabilities, mindset
and attitudes.
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