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What You Will Discover
Why most partner programs fail before they scale 4 Understand why partnerships don9t 
break down because they <don9t work,= but because they9re launched before the business 
is ready.

The seven structural pain points that stall early programs 4 From chasing scale before 
proof exists to unclear partner economics, see the patterns that quietly derail 
momentum.

How to sequence partnerships correctly 4 Learn why proof, clarity, ownership, and 
product readiness must come before recruitment and expansion.

What makes a partner value proposition actually compelling 4 Shift from founder-
centric thinking to partner-centric design so partners see real upside, not just rev share.

How to choose the right partner type for your stage 4 Avoid slow enterprise 
conversations and focus on aligned partners who can activate quickly.

Why patience and operating discipline matter more than logos 4 Discover how small, 
focused, well-supported programs outperform broad but under-resourced launches.

How to treat partnerships as a growth function 4 not a side project 4 Build the 
structure, expectations, and accountability required to turn early traction into long-term 
revenue.



Meet Your Expert Guide
Jason Hulott
Founder at Speedie Consultants 

Jason Hulott is a Partnership Marketing specialist and Founder of 
Speedie Consultants, helping finance, fintech, insurance, blockchain, 
and automotive businesses turn affiliate and referral partnerships into 
consistent revenue engines.

Jason began his career in finance in 1996 as a Business Development 
and Partnership Manager before moving into digital media in 1999 with 
the UK9s first personal finance web aggregator. In 2003, he co-founded 
Speedie Consultants, bringing together deep financial services 
experience and early-stage internet expertise.

Over nearly 30 years, Jason has worked with household names such as 
Moneysupermarket, Protect Your Bubble, and Confused, while also 
guiding start-ups from initial idea through website launch, business 
development, and affiliate programme creation. He is known for 
building practical, revenue-focused partnership strategies and for 
being exceptionally well connected across the industry.

Strategic Partner 
Recruitment

Identifying, recruiting, and 
onboarding partners that 

align with your goals, 
values, and commercial 

objectives.

Programme Audit & 
Optimisation

Conducting in-depth 
audits of existing affiliate 
programmes to improve 
structure, performance, 

and partner engagement.

B2B Referral 
Strategy

Building structured referral 
schemes that turn trusted 
relationships into qualified 

leads and sustainable 
growth.



Introduction
For many startups, launching a partner program is a logical next step toward scale. Partners promise 
distribution, credibility, and accelerated growth - often at a moment when internal resources are 
stretched thin. But while partnerships are powerful, they are also frequently misunderstood and 
prematurely deployed.

The reality is that partner programs don't fail because partnerships "don't work." They fail because they 
are launched before the business is truly ready for them. Without clear value, internal ownership, proven 
demand, and realistic expectations, partners amplify confusion instead of momentum.

This guide breaks down the seven most common pain points startups face when launching a partner 
program - from chasing scale before proof exists to expecting short-term revenue from a long-cycle 
motion. More importantly, it explains what's actually happening beneath each issue and offers practical 
guidance on approaching partnerships with the correct sequencing, structure, and mindset. The goal 
isn't to discourage partnerships - it's to help founders build programs that are positioned to succeed.



Pain Point 1: They Want Scale Before 
They Have Proof
The Pain

Startups often see partners as 
a shortcut to traction, pipeline, 
and credibility - before they 
have product-market fit.

The Reality

Partners amplify what already works. If the product, messaging, 
or pricing is unclear, partners will stall or churn.

Symptom you'll hear: "We just need distribution."

The Solution: Prove Before You Amplify
The core mistake behind "we just need distribution" is confusing reach with readiness. Partnerships are 
not a way to discover what works; they are a way to scale what already does. The solution isn't to 
abandon partnerships - it's to sequence them correctly.

Before introducing partners, startups must first prove three things internally.

Clarity of Value
The product must solve a 
specific, repeatable 
problem for a clearly defined 
customer. This doesn't 
require perfection, but it 
does require consistency. If 
every sales conversation 
sounds different, partners 
won't know what story to 
tell - and they won't tell any 
story at all.

A Working Direct 
Motion
Partners are a distribution 
layer, not a discovery layer. 
Founders should be able to 
explain, end-to-end, how a 
deal is sourced, sold, 
onboarded, and retained. If 
direct sales feels chaotic or 
overly founder-dependent, 
that chaos will be multiplied 
through partners.

Proof of Pull
This can be early revenue, 
strong retention, 
referenceable customers, 
or consistent inbound 
interest - but there must be 
evidence that the market 
wants the product without 
external leverage. Partners 
need confidence that their 
time and reputation won't 
be wasted.

The practical fix is to run a partner-readiness phase rather than launching a partner program. This 
means focusing on narrowing the ICP, tightening messaging, documenting the sales narrative, and 
validating repeatability through a small number of direct wins. Only once these foundations are in place 
should partners be introduced - starting with a small, intentional pilot.

In short: don't ask partners to find your momentum. Build it first, then let partners amplify it.



Pain Point 2: Unclear Partner Value 
Proposition
The Pain

They can't clearly articulate 
why a partner should care.

The Reality

Most early programs are inward-focused ("we need leads") 
instead of partner-focused ("here's how you make money or grow 
faster").

Symptoms: 

Generic "partner with us" messaging

No clear differentiation vs competitors' partner 
programs

Over reliance on "rev share" as the hook

The Solution: Design the Partner Proposition 
From the Partner's Perspective
An unclear partner value proposition is almost always a symptom of founder-centric thinking. Early 
partner programs are often built around what the startup needs - leads, pipeline, credibility - rather than 
what the partner needs to win, grow, or differentiate their own business.

The fix starts by flipping the frame.

Instead of asking, "How do partners help us grow?", founders need to ask, "How does our product make a 
partner's business meaningfully better?" Until that answer is clear, no amount of recruitment or 
incentives will activate partners.

Test 
RepeatabilityRemove PainUnderstand 

Model



A strong partner value proposition begins with understanding the partner's business model. What do 
they already sell? How do they make money today? Where do they experience friction - lost deals, 
stalled implementations, churn, or lack of differentiation? The most effective partner programs don't 
create new work for partners; they remove existing pain or unlock new upside.

Revenue share alone is rarely sufficient, especially early. Commission is table stakes, not differentiation. 
What activates partners is leverage: the ability to close deals faster, expand accounts, offer a more 
complete solution, or stand out in a crowded market. When partners can clearly see how your product 
helps them win - with or without immediate payout - engagement follows.

Practically, founders should pressure-test their partner value proposition the same way they test 
customer messaging. Can it be explained in one sentence? Does it clearly answer "why now" and "why 
us"? Can a partner repeat it to their customer without confusion?

Only once the partner value proposition is transparent, credible, and partner-centric should a program 
be formalized. Until then, the work isn't recruitment - it's design.

In short, partners don't join programs for your growth story. They join for theirs.



Pain Point 3: Wrong Partner Type for 
Their Stage
The Pain

Startups often pursue brand-
name or enterprise partners 
too early.

The Reality

Early-stage companies usually need:

Specialists/Boutiques

Consultants/Agencies

Influencers/operators

Not global SIs or marketplaces.

Symptoms

Long sales cycles

Partner conversations that never convert

"Let's revisit when you're bigger."

The Solution: Match Partner Type to Company 
Stage, Not Aspiration
Pursuing the wrong partner type is rarely a strategy mistake - it's an aspiration mistake. Early-stage 
startups often chase brand-name or enterprise partners because they signal credibility, scale, and 
validation. Unfortunately, those same partners are structurally misaligned with the realities of early-
stage investing.

Large platforms, global SIs, and enterprise marketplaces are optimized for certainty, not 
experimentation. They prioritize proven demand, stable products, clear enablement, and predictable 
revenue. Early-stage startups typically can't provide those yet - which is why conversations drag on, 
deals stall, and the inevitable response becomes, "Let's revisit when you're bigger."

The solution is to align partner selection with stage, not ambition.



Early partner success comes from partners who are close to the problem, not far from the brand. 
Specialists, boutique agencies, consultants, and operators already serve the exact customers the 
startup is trying to reach. They move quickly, are willing to co-build, and care more about differentiation 
than scale. For them, an early-stage product can be an advantage - not a risk - if it helps them win or 
retain clients.

Define an Ideal Partner Profile
Apply the same discipline you use for your Ideal Customer 

Profile. Include partner size, business model, typical deal size, 
services sold, and motivation for partnering now.

Start Small and Relationship-Driven
A handful of the right partners, motivated, enabled, and close 
to customers, will outperform dozens of high-profile partners 

who never activate.

In short, the fastest path to partner momentum isn't bigger partners - it's the right partners for 
where you are today. Scale comes later, once proof exists.



Pain Point 4: No Internal Ownership or 
Resources
The Pain

They assume partners will "run 
themselves."

The Reality

Partners require:

Enablement

Hand-holding

Co-selling

Joint planning

Without an owner, the program quietly dies.

Symptoms:

Founder "owns partnerships" on top of everything 
else

No response SLAs to partners

Inconsistent follow-up

The Solution: Treat Partnerships as an 
Operating Function, Not a Side Project
The belief that "partners will run themselves" is one of the fastest ways to quietly kill a partner program. 
Partnerships don't fail because of bad intent - they fail because no one is accountable for making them 
work.

The reality is that partnerships are an operating motion, not a passive channel. They require consistent 
enablement, regular communication, co-selling support, and joint planning. Without clear ownership, 
partners don't complain - they simply disengage.

The fix starts with assigning explicit ownership, even if it's not a full-time role yet. Someone must wake 
up responsible for partner success: onboarding new partners, answering questions, supporting deals, 
and keeping momentum alive. When ownership is ambiguous or shared informally, partners experience 
delays, mixed signals, and a lack of follow-through - all of which erode trust quickly.



Founders often "own partnerships" by default, layered on top of product, sales, hiring, and fundraising. 
This works briefly but doesn't scale. The moment partnerships are treated as background work, 
responsiveness drops and engagement fades. Partners need clear expectations: who to contact, how 
quickly they'll hear back, and what support looks like during a deal.

Practically, early-stage teams should define a minimum operating cadence for partnerships. This 
includes response-time SLAs, a simple onboarding process, and regular touchpoints with active 
partners. Co-selling support - joining calls, helping position the product, navigating objections - is 
especially critical early on.

Set Clear 
Owner

Define SLAs

Onboard 
SimplyCo-sell Support

You don't need a portal, tooling, or headcount explosion. You need accountability.

In short, partners don't "run themselves" - they reflect how seriously you run the program. 
Ownership turns interest into action.



Pain Point 5: Immature Product or 
Customer Experience
The Pain

Partners are hesitant to put 
their reputation behind an 
unproven or unstable product.

The Reality

Partners are brand extensions. If onboarding, support, or 
reliability is weak, they won't engage.

Symptoms:

High churn

Long onboarding times

Product roadmap still in flux

The Solution: Make the Product Safe to 
Recommend Before Asking for Advocacy
Partners don't just sell your product - they stake their reputation on it. When a product or customer 
experience is immature, partners instinctively hesitate, even if they believe in the vision. This isn't a lack 
of enthusiasm; it's risk management.

The solution is not to wait for a "perfect" product, but to make the experience predictable, defensible, 
and safe to recommend.

Building Partner-Safe Product Experiences

Early-stage products are, by nature, evolving. What matters to partners is not polish, but confidence. 
They need to know what the product reliably does, who it works for, and what the onboarding and 
support experience will look like for their customers. If those elements are unclear or constantly 
changing, partners won't push deals - or worse, they'll disengage entirely after a bad early experience.

Founders should treat partner readiness as an extension of customer readiness. Before recruiting 
partners, teams should pressure-test onboarding time, support responsiveness, and common failure 
points. If churn is high or onboarding is consistently slow, adding partners will amplify those problems 
rather than solve them.



01

Define a "partner-safe" use case
Narrow the scope of what partners are allowed to 
sell to scenarios where the product performs 
reliably today. This protects both the partner's 
reputation and the startup's credibility while the 
product continues to mature.

02

Set clear expectations
Be transparent with partners about what's stable 
and what's still evolving. Transparency builds trust; 
surprises destroy it.

Partner-safe 
Use Case

Narrow partner 
scope to reliable 

product scenarios.

Protect 
Reputation

Limit offerings to 
preserve partner and 

startup credibility.

Set Clear 
Expectations

Be transparent about 
what is stable and 

evolving.

Build Trust
Open communication 

prevents surprises 
and fosters trust.

In short, partners won't advocate for potential - they advocate for outcomes. Make the product safe 
to recommend first, and partner engagement will follow.



Pain Point 6: No Partner Economics 
Clarity
The Pain

They haven't modelled partner 
ROI.

The Reality

Partners ask:

How much can I realistically earn?

How long does it take?

What effort is required?

Most startups can't answer credibly

Symptoms: 

"It depends," answers

No case studies or examples

No clarity on deal sizes or close rates

The Solution: Make Partner ROI Explicit, 
Credible, and Earned
When partner economics are unclear, partners don't reject the program - they deprioritize it. Vague 
answers like "it depends" signal uncertainty and risk, especially to experienced partners who have 
limited time and many alternatives.

The solution is not to overpromise returns, but to model and communicate realistic partner ROI, even if 
the numbers are modest early on.

Creating Economic Clarity for Partners

Partners need clarity on three things: earning potential, time-to-value, and required effort. Founders 
should be able to walk through a simple, concrete example of a partner deal from start to finish - how it's 
sourced, how long it takes to close, what support is required, and what the partner earns at each stage. 
This doesn't require years of data; it needs honest assumptions grounded in direct sales experience.

A practical first step is to use your own direct sales motion as the baseline. What is the average deal 
size? Typical sales cycle length? Close rate? From there, model what a partner-supported version 
realistically looks like - often slower and smaller at first. Partners value credibility over optimism.



Case studies don't need to be polished or large-scale. Early examples, even from founder-led deals, help 
partners visualize success. Without examples, partners struggle to prioritize your program against 
others that already show proof.

It's also important to be explicit about effort. If deals require heavy co-selling, custom onboarding, or 
long cycles, say so. The right partners will self-select in; the wrong ones will filter out - which is a 
positive outcome early.

Early Case 
Studies

Initial examples 
of success.

Founder 
Examples

Stories from the 
creators.

Show Proof
Demonstrate 

tangible results.
Be Explicit 

About 
Effort

Clearly outline 
the work 
involved.

Partner 
Self-Selecti

on
Allow partners 

to opt-in.

In short, partners don't need perfect economics - they need believable ones. Clarity builds trust, 
and trust is what turns interest into action.



Pain Point 7: Expecting Short-Term 
Revenue
The Pain

Founders often expect an 
immediate pipeline.

The Reality

Partner motions take 339 months to become productive - longer 
than most founders anticipate.

Symptoms:

Program shut down too early

Constant partner churn

Pivoting partner strategy every quarter

The Solution: Set Partner Expectations Around 
Learning Before Revenue
Expecting short-term revenue from partnerships is one of the most common - and costly - misalignments 
in early partner programs. When founders treat partners as an immediate pipeline source, they 
unintentionally set the program up for churn, resets, and premature shutdown.

The reality is that partnerships are a long-cycle growth motion. Unlike direct sales, they require time to 
build trust, enable partners, test messaging, and identify where real opportunity exists. For most startups, 
it takes three to nine months before partners begin contributing consistently -even when the 
fundamentals are strong.

The solution is to explicitly reframe the early phase of partnerships as a learning and validation period, 
not a revenue engine.

Build trust
Enable partners 

and nurture 
relationships

Identify 
opportunities

Find where real 
value exists

Recognise 
timeline

Partnerships are 
long-cycle growth

Learn & 
validate

Treat early phase 
as learning

Test 
messaging

Iterate and 
validate partner 

communications



Before launch, founders should define what <success= looks like in the first 90 days. Early indicators 
might include partner-sourced conversations, joint sales calls, qualified introductions, or repeat 
engagement from the same partners. These signals matter more than closed revenue because they 
indicate whether the motion is viable.

When revenue becomes the only success metric too early, programs are constantly reworked or 
abandoned. Partners sense this instability and disengage. Strategy pivots every quarter prevent 
momentum from compounding.

Practically, startups should commit to a minimum partner runway - typically six months - with clear 
learning goals and stable execution. That means resisting the urge to change partner types, incentives, 
or messaging at the first sign of slow results.

Problem
Revenue-only focus 

causes churn

Impact
Partners disengage 

and momentum stalls

Commitment
Set a six-month 
partner runway

Practice
Keep incentives and 

messaging stable

In short, early partnerships are an investment, not a switch. When founders align expectations 
around learning first and revenue later, programs gain the time they need to mature - and the 
results, when they come, are far more durable.



Summary
Partner programs are not a shortcut to growth - they are a force multiplier. When launched too early or 
without intention, they magnify gaps in messaging, product readiness, ownership, and expectations. 
When launched at the right time and in the right way, they can become one of the most durable growth 
motions a startup builds.

Across these seven pain points, a clear pattern emerges: successful partnerships require proof before 
scale, partner-centric design, stage-appropriate partner selection, clear ownership, a product that's 
safe to recommend, credible economics, and patience. Startups that skip these foundations often 
experience stalled deals, disengaged partners, and programs that quietly fade away.

The strongest early partner programs are small, focused, and relationship-driven. They prioritize 
learning over immediate revenue and alignment over logos. By treating partnerships as an operating 
function 3 not an experiment or side project 3 founders give their programs the time and structure 
needed to mature.

In short, partnerships don't create momentum on their own. But when momentum already exists, 
the right partners can amplify it faster and farther than almost any other channel.

We hope this resource and its content have helped you see the problems your 
partner program might be facing and provided clarity on the basic pain points. 
However, this is just the surface. If you are willing to dive deeper and efficiently 
expand your partner program and create a revenue-first stream, contact Jason 
Hulott via LinkedIn or book a non-obligation 30-minute call with him.

Book a Call with Jason

Together, you can drive growth, increase brand visibility, and forge long-lasting 
connections in the ever-evolving digital landscape.

In case you are on the lookout for a PRM that will help you to achieve all of the 
above and structure your partner program well, Kiflo has you covered. Book your 
demo today and learn how you can scale your partner program with confidence.  

https://www.kiflo.com/partnerships-experts/jason-hulott
https://www.kiflo.com/partnerships-experts/jason-hulott
https://calendly.com/speediecons/kiflo-partner-chat

