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 Welcome to this ebook, which accompanies the seven-part audio series 
How Thought Leadership Works. During each session we discuss and analyze five 
global case studies from which you will learn key insights on how thought           
leadership can work for you and what pitfalls to avoid. This Introduction and the 
following eight chapters contain the full transcripts for each of these sessions. 
 You’ll get to hear about thought leading exemplars from the United 
States, the UK, Australia and India across a wide range of industries and fields. 
This material will be relevant to you, whether you are an executive looking to 
create thought leadership for your organization or an individual subject matter 
expert.
 We kick off the series with a broad overview in which we’ll outline:
 Some of the problems you might be facing when it comes to designing and 

executing an effective thought leadership initiative.
 The solutions and insights you can expect to hear from our global thought 

leaders together with our combined 50 years’ experience in the realm of 
communications.

 Why you were wise to invest in the entire webinar series.

THE CHALLENGE
 Craig was involved in a perfect example of the power of thought              
leadership and how being perceived as an expert in your field can result in third 
party endorsement. 
 He recently connected, through LinkedIn, with the editor of one of         
Australia’s pre-eminent business magazines. They had established a new         
LinkedIn group to which Craig was invited. This led to a series of conversations, 
including one in which the editor shared some of the challenges the magazine 
faced as a print publication trying to engage with a wider online audience. 
 Now, it just so happens that one of the thought leaders featured in this 
series is Jeff Bullas, a globally acknowledged expert on social media.  Jeff has more 
than 160,000 Twitter followers and four million annual visitors to his blog.     
Knowing Jeff’s expertise on all things social media, Craig felt that Jeff could help 
this magazine editor and her team overcome some of the problems they were 
facing.  He had no hesitation recommending Jeff and put the two of them in touch.
 This is a great example of the power of the authority and trust that comes 
with being regarded as a thought leader. The beauty is that in many instances you 
don’t need to go looking for business…it will come to you through                                
recommendations.       
 This story goes to the very purpose of this series. We want to help you 
build an unassailable thought leadership position. So that when a desirable       
prospect mentions that they are struggling with a particular issue, people like us or 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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other trusted sources will say :  “You should speak with Company           
X – they are the thought leaders in that space.”              
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 What you will learn in this series will show you how to discover and        
leverage a thought leadership point of view that is clear, influential, and               
compelling. One that will differentiate your people and your brand.  

THE SOLUTION
 Here’s the thing. If you’re producing more content than ever, ask yourself 
if it’s delivering anything other than more work for your marketing or                    
communications teams? Is your content leading the thoughts of those you would 
wish to influence…or is it simply content anyone else in your space could produce?
 Maybe you’ve tried to generate unique insights but they fit the “random 
acts of thought leadership” that Jeff Ernst of Forrester Research talks about 
in our award-winning book, #Thought Leadership Tweet: 140 Prompts for 
Designing and Executing an Effective Thought Leadership Campaign.
 If you haven’t taken the time to think through and create a robust,          
strategically focused thought leadership approach, then in the final session you’ll 
learn about the Leading Thought five step process that will help shift your 
brand identity from products and services to market leadership.

IS THIS RIGHT FOR YOU?
 Not every leadership team or business is going to be up for the challenge. 
After all, if thought leadership were that easy everyone would be doing it in a way 
that tangibly makes a difference to their clients, their industry – and in some 
instances, the world. 
 As we say in #Thought Leadership Tweet:
 Is everyone in your organization on board with implementing a 

long-term, culture-based strategy, not just a short-term marketing fix?
 And: 
 A hallmark of true thought leadership is the confidence to take the route 

that 99.9 percent of industry experts don’t even see. Will you?

 These are critical questions in your thought leadership journey but only 
ones you can answer. We trust by the end of this series of case studies and thought 
leading insights, you will say “yes” to both of them. 

HOW DOES THIS WORK?
 Now let’s tell you a little of what you can expect in the upcoming seven 
sessions. We spoke with a number of very different but recognized thought leaders 
around the world. 

 Are you a professional services firm like Sinclair Knight Merz,                
headquartered in Australia? Then hear how as thought leading problem 
solvers, SKM overcame the challenge of making their highly technical 
in-house expertise more consumable. 
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http://www.amazon.com/THOUGHT-LEADERSHIP-tweet-Book01-Leadership/dp/1616990929/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1373207483&sr=8-1&keywords=%23Thought+Leadership+Tweet
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 Maybe you’re a boutique consultancy like the UK’s Egremont Group? 
These thought leading innovators helped the Human Resources function 
think more broadly about a future issue of importance to them…and we’ll 
show you exactly what and how. 

 One of our case studies is the higher educational institution, SICSR, 
whose innovative approach to delivering course content is helping to 
expand the horizons of teachers and students across India.

 Another is the US-based digital marketing agency, iCrossing, who truly 
live their vision of connectedness by thinking and acting like publishers, 
not marketers. We talked to one of their executives about what that shift 
in mindset has meant for their business, their employees, and their 
clients.

 Or perhaps you’re an individual with a blog and a whole new way of      
looking at the world – like thought leading visionary Jeff Bullas who is 
ranked 11th by Forbes in their list of the top 50 Social Media Power          
Influencers. 

 The beauty of each of these case studies is that they don’t just relate to the 
specific industry or market sector of our exemplars. We unpack the patterns and 
the differences from their insights so you can better identify and apply what could 
work for you and your organization.

WHAT TO EXPECT
 The question you need to ask is whether this series is going to be worth 
your time and money. If you already know the answers to the following questions 
then you don’t need our help as you’ve likely got thought leadership nailed on your 
own. But do you really know….

 What one, simple collaboration could help not just substantially increase 
the audience for your thought leadership position but boost your          
credibility at the same time?

 Where do good ideas come from and how can you pursue those that move 
beyond in-house opinions, to be road-tested, validated then shared as 
your thought leadership point of view? 

 Why does a thought leader need to think like a publisher and how do you 
go about doing that in a way that leverages the talent you have throughout 
your organization?
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http://www.egremontgroup.com/
http://sicsr.ac.in/
http://www.icrossing.com/
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 What does it mean for thought leadership to be “a social lubricant for 
engagement?” And what might that look like for you?

 How can you use your thought leadership not just to enable more         
powerful conversations between you and your target market, but to hear 
things from clients that you would never normally get to know?

 To what extent are you sure that your efforts are truly thought leading and 
not just innovative?

 What three key characteristics of thought leaders must you foster in your 
organization’s culture or yourself to draw people to you like a magnet?

WHO IS THIS FOR?
 We want to emphasize that this isn’t a tactics-focused series of case      
studies. We always believe in coming at thought leadership from a strategic 
perspective. There are plenty of articles on the Internet about content marketing, 
including where and how to share your messages and stories. That’s not what 
we—or this series—are about. 
 These case studies are aimed at helping C-suite decision makers and    
business owners build trust, differentiate their brands, generate and nurture leads 
and experience outstanding growth. While we have produced a wealth of really 
useful, practical material, at its heart this series aims at provoking you to ask the 
most relevant questions of yourselves.
 As the 18th century French philosopher, Voltaire, once said, “Judge a 
man by his questions, rather than his answers.” In that regard, a recent 
Forbes online article, entitled The Four Questions Great Leaders Ask, offered 
these prompts:
 Is this urgent or essential?
 What should you stop doing?
 What makes you feel strongest?
 What might we be missing?

 We’d like to add a fifth question, prompted by a post on Mary Jo Asmus’ 
leadership blog:

 Do you know how to create the right conditions for others to flourish and 
grow?

 If these are the kinds of questions you are responsible for answering in 
your organization or business, then you are the person for whom we’ve designed 
this webinar series. 
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http://www.forbes.com/sites/mikemaddock/2013/06/12/the-four-questions-great-leaders-ask/?goback=%2Egde_1359_member_249965694
http://www.aspire-cs.com/
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“AREN’T WE ALREADY DOING THIS?”
 Here’s a question you may be asking at this point: "Aren't we already 
engaging in thought leadership?"
 We can’t answer that…only you can, based on whether others publicly 
recognize you as influential in helping clients and others see their problems, their 
markets or the world in a very different way. That isn’t restricted to creating and 
distributing content. 
 Liz recently contributed to a report issued by Forrester Research entitled: 
Nurture Thought Leadership to Nurture Your Brand. One of the key points was 
that content marketing is not a proxy for thought leadership:

“All of this content is not having much of an impact on brand or 
reputation whereas a thought leadership position can deliver big 

benefits…Most content marketing programs don’t produce a           
distinct, provocative point of view.”

 If you or your organization don’t already own a “big idea” and an 
insightful, unique perspective on the issues that keep or will keep your clients or 
customers awake at night, then the likelihood is that you are NOT thought leading. 
 For this series, we asked our thought leading exemplars the questions to 
which we believed you would want answers. More than that, we’ve identified the 
patterns they have experienced that speak to the most essential components of a 
robust thought leadership approach. 
 On your behalf, we addressed:

 What challenges each of these exemplars faced in their industry or market 
for which thought leadership was the right strategy.

 How they went about developing their thought leadership strategy.

 The importance of creating and sharing stories, not just dry facts and 
figures.  

 Ways in which they communicated their unique point of view. 

 How they measured and evaluated their thought leadership approach to 
demonstrate return on investment. 

WHAT ABOUT OUTCOMES?
 So let’s get to another issue you might be thinking about. What kind of 
outcomes you might expect once you’ve put in place a robust thought leadership 
strategy.
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http://www.forrester.com/Nurture+Thought+Leadership+To+Nurture+Your+Brand/fulltext/-/E-RES93921
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 In a recent conversation with leading blogger Craig Pearce, for a post      
entitled: How thought leadership in PR can make companies money, Craig 
shared information cited in Thought Leadership: How to Differentiate your   
Company and Stand Out from the Crowd. In particular, how:

 IBM’s Smarter Planet thought leadership campaign helped increase their 
brand value by 20 per cent, to the tune of 11.3 billion dollars.

 GE’s Ecomagination campaign earned them $85 billion in additional 
revenues.

 Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty boosted sales in the US by 600% within 
two months of its launch.

 These are impressive statistics that speak to the “big benefits”            
Forrester Research identified, that come from thought leadership—not mere    
content marketing. 
 We don’t all have the established reputations or budgetary clout of IBM, 
GE or Unilever, the parent company of Dove, of course. But each one of our case 
studies reported returns on their investment around their thought leading efforts, 
so much so that one of them told us: “It was a bit of a no brainer, really.”
 So, yes, thought leadership works…and we want this series of case study 
sessions to work for you! Perhaps you’re an existing thought leader looking to 
further cement your capabilities. Or an aspiring thought leader. Or maybe you’re 
curious as to how you can truly differentiate your expertise in the marketplace. No 
matter which of these categories you fall into, this eight-part thought leadership 
audio series is for you. This package will give you practical, hands-on, case study 
driven advice. It will show you how to set up your thought leadership campaign to 
generate and nurture new leads, differentiate your brand from the competition, 
and boost business growth.
 Now you’ve decided that we’ve piqued your curiosity and are joining us 
for the next seven sessions, you will receive a never before offered thought          
leadership bundle that includes:
 1. The complete eight part audio series. 
 2. This e-book, How Thought Leadership Works, which contains the         

complete transcript for each session.
 3. A copy of our award-winning book: #Thought Leadership Tweet: 140 

Prompts for Designing and Executing an Effective Thought Leadership 
Campaign.

 4. A further 100-page e-book entitled: Thought Leadership: How to            
Differentiate Your Company and Stand Out From the Crowd,            
co-authored by Mignon van Halderen, Kym Kettler-Paddock and Craig 
Badings, which reveals a little-known secret of successful thought         
leadership called “schema cracking.” 
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http://craigpearce.info/public-relations/thought-leadership-pr-organisations-money/
http://www.thoughtleadershipstrategy.net/free-e-books-download/
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http://www.ecomagination.com/
http://www.dove.us/social-mission/campaign-for-real-beauty.aspx
http://www.amazon.com/THOUGHT-LEADERSHIP-tweet-Book01-Leadership/dp/1616990929/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1371946584&sr=1-1&keywords=Thought+Leadership+Tweet
http://tiny.cc/m74oww
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 5. PLUS a copy of Craig’s first thought leadership book: Brand Stand: Seven 
Steps to Thought Leadership, described as the “bible on thought   
leadership” which outlines a further, proven methodology for becom-
ing a thought leader.

 So, all that remains for us to say is that were grateful that you are joining 
us for this a practical, no holds barred series on thought leadership.

 In the next session we’re going to tell you about three “must-have” 
characteristics of all successful thought leadership, together with three pitfalls 
that many organizations and individuals easily fall into. Stay tuned! 

 

      Liz Alexander, Ph.D.      Craig Badings.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

CORE ASPECTS OF 

SUCCESSFUL INITIATIVES
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Craig : I’ve been working, writing and researching across the topic of thought 
leadership for almost a decade now and one thing strikes me in all the dealings I’ve 
had with companies who have done it well and individual thought leaders I    
admire – the three key “must-haves” that make it work. The interesting thing is, 
that when we boiled down what the five people we interviewed for this series did 
to make their thought leadership successful – guess what?  Those self-same three 
issues come up again and again.
 Now before you go into what they are, I need to add that there’s always a 
flip side and I also intend to cover the three most important things you should not 
do on your journey to thought leadership. But let’s focus on the positives first.   

Liz : There’s a quote I’ve always liked by Brian Clark, serial entrepreneur and 
founder of Copyblogger. For something like seven years his company has been 
teaching aspiring writers how to create compelling online content. He says: 

“Know your audience. The battle is won or lost right here. Put me up 
against the greatest writer or communicator in the world and if I 

understand the audience better, I will kick his or her ass.”

 Well, pardon the vernacular but I think you get the point!
 Now, we’ll be going into much more detail about each of our case study 
examples over the next five sessions and, of course, we introduced them to you 
briefly last time.  But I will use them here to illustrate the three “must-haves” 
for thought leadership that we want to share with you today. 
 The first of which is: Understand your clients. As you’ll discover shortly, 
each of our thought leading exemplars not only knew their audience, but just as 
importantly they understood their pain points. 
 In some cases, like Egremont Group whose story we share with you in the 
next session, this required anticipating what keeps your target audience awake at 
night. 
 When Natalie Gordon was spearheading the Head Office of the Future 
initiative as Egremont’s marketing director, she could see that many of their 
clients and prospects had not thought about whether their current head office 
structure was going to be flexible enough to manage all the changes that Egremont 
could see coming down the pipeline.  Their thought leadership was focused on 
helping those clients and prospects ask and address the right questions. One of 
which – as you’ll hear in session number three – was whether human resources 
professionals had conducted a proper analysis of what they might need in the 
future. Had they thought through, for example, the implications of issues like    
Millennials coming into the workforce and wanting a very different experience 
from their parents, not least the greater appeal of tele-working, rather than      
commuting into an office? 

CORE ASPECTS OF SUCCESSFUL INITIATIVES
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 In one of our other case studies David Deal of iCrossing helps his             
employees sharpen their content for a specific audience—Chief Marketing 
Officers. As David says, if you don’t summarize the “What’s in it for me?” issue 
for your target right at the outset, then it doesn’t matter how good your thought 
leadership insights are, they’re never going to read them.
 So you really do have to know whose pain points and future problems 
your thought leadership will speak to. 

Craig : Liz you said there were three “must-haves,” what is the second? 

Liz : The second issue that’s essential to bear in mind when designing and     
executing a robust thought leadership initiative is: what, when, and how you will 
measure outcomes. Not surprisingly, each one of our case studies confirmed that 
return on investment was important to them. And, again they all approached it 
slightly differently.
 For Indian higher education institute SICSR, the outcome they wanted 
was to “wow” their students with an educational experience that fully prepared 
them for the 21st century world of work. Their use of an Open Source educational 
technology tool brought about considerable cost savings.  But, more important to 
their vision of “being the best in academics and delivering excellence 
through technology” was the feedback they got from the students. As well as 
the recruiters who loved the fact that SICSR graduates didn’t just talk technology, 
they knew how to practically use it. Better still, they’d had hands-on experience 
implementing the very technology that was used to deliver course material and 
other resources.
 As one of the sections in our award-winning book #Thought Leadership 
Tweet asks, “How Will You Know Your Thought Leadership Is              
Successful?” The key to answering this question is determining up front what 
outcomes you want, how they tie into your business objectives, and how you will 
capture the evidence that you’ve met these key performance indicators (KPIs). By 
doing this, you can recalibrate along the way. 
 Think of this as like milestones on a map. You can be pretty sure that if 
you hit each one in turn you will reach your destination. But if you simply set out 
on a journey heading in the general direction of where you want to end up,     
chances are you’re going to squander time, money and effort with more than a few 
missteps along the way. No successful thought leading organization takes that 
unnecessary risk.
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 For global professional services firm SKM, on other hand, it was the    
qualitative and quantitative data they collected from their clients that helped them 
better understand what those clients demanded of them—which, as you’ll discover 
in session five, is contrary to what most companies think they want.   

http://www.globalskm.com/
http://www.icrossing.com/
http://sicsr.ac.in/
http://www.amazon.com/THOUGHT-LEADERSHIP-tweet-Book01-Leadership/dp/1616990929
http://www.globalskm.com/
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 The third of these essential characteristics of a thought leading approach 
that we found common to our case study examples is the importance of linking 
your thought leadership to the growth of your business. 
 Egremont Group, for example, wanted their name to be synonymous with 
organization design. In order to achieve this top of mind awareness for clients and 
prospects, you’ll hear in the next session how Egremont found a forward thinking 
idea that associated them with more than the change management consulting for 
which they were already known. As a result of their Head Office of the Future    
project, Egremont was able to demonstrate that they had something tangible and 
credible to offer clients and prospects around organization design.
 For solopreneur, Jeff Bullas, four years ago when he started his blog he 
never imagined that today he’d be hailed by Forbes Magazine as 11th in their   
ranking of Social Media Power Influencers. Or draw over 160,000 Twitter             
followers and more than four million annual visitors to his blog. Not least, Jeff’s 
thought leadership around “getting found online” in a digital world and how 
to use social media and online marketing, has helped businesses all over the world         
experience the success they were looking for. But that same thought leadership 
has also boosted his appeal – and his business -- as a trainer, consultant, and 
speaker
 Again, these are just two examples of the meaty case studies that we’ll be 
sharing with you over the next five sessions.   
 So those are the three “must-haves” that need to be considered when 
designing and implementing an effective thought leadership initiative:                  
Understand Your Audience; Know What Outcomes you want to measure, 
and how you will do that; and determine up front how your thought leadership 
aligns with the Future Growth of your business. 
 But there were some potential pitfalls that our case study participants 
raised about which aspiring thought leaders need to be aware. Can you take us 
through those, Craig?

Craig : Indeed there were.
 In no particular order, the first is holding your content or knowledge too 
close to your chest.  Thought leaders by nature are brave and have an abundance 
mentality.  This means they share willingly. I never forget interviewing Ken 
Blanchard one of the all-time top selling authors on Amazon and he said to me: 
“You can have the best ideas in the world but if you don’t share them 
they are worth squat.” Simply put, but it’s a powerful message. And yet so 
many companies I come across battle with this.
 I like the way Jeff Bullas puts it: “Add as much value as you            
possibly can and give it away for free until it hurts.” In a professional 
services environment giving away your material is what gets you the work.  Why 
do you think McKinsey has been doing this for decades? 
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 Which brings me to another of our case studies; SKM.  Dale Bryce told us 
that when they produce research and a report on a big issue that will impact their 
clients, they will go to their clients and—this is what I love—hand it over with the 
words, “This is a gift for you.” 
 Great thought leadership that adds real value to your clients is a gift for 
them and ultimately a blessing for you. You will only accrue the benefits if you are 
giving your content away.     

Liz : Picking up on what Ken Blanchard said about your content being worth 
diddly squat if no-one hears about it, I suppose it all comes down to how you use 
that content? 

Craig : It does.  And while “differentiate” is my favourite word, “leverage” is 
probably a close second. Or “hustling your content” as David Deal from 
iCrossing puts it.
 So here’s the second thought leadership pitfall you should avoid : To     
produce a great piece of content and then not leverage it properly across all the 
channels and touch points for your audience.  You can’t believe how many          
companies I see doing this.
 In fact Natalie from Egremont flagged this as their biggest mistake for the 
Head Office of the Future campaign.  She said that not only didn’t they use the PR 
machine enough, but they didn’t fully leverage the competitive advantage their 
thought leadership report gave them because they hadn’t taken the time to focus 
beyond actual project delivery.
 This all goes back to planning, Liz. Natalie was very quick to put her finger 
on it when she indicated that they should have spent more time anticipating up 
front where and how they might get broader coverage.
 One person who truly gets this is Jeff Bullas.  He has eight social media 
sites that he uses from which to drive eyeballs to the fulcrum of his ideas – his 
blog.  He is measuring and tweaking every time he posts a new blog.  In fact, my 
view is that it’s this attention to detail and truly sweating his content across        
multiple channels that has given Jeff such a huge following – as well as the quality 
of his content, of course. Jeff has sage advice when he says, “Make it easy for 
people to share your content. The more shareable it is, the more 
followers you will attract.”
 But I want to also add what David from iCrossing mentioned about the 
issue of leveraging your content and that is, making sure you interpret and present 
your ideas in more visually appealing formats such as videos, infographics, 
diagrams, presentations, etc.  With a massive surge in online consumption of    
content shared on visual outlets such as You Tube, Vine, Pinterest, Instagram and 
Slideshare, thought leaders would do well to heed this piece of advice.

13
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Liz : One of the tendencies for a lot of brands is to talk about themselves or 
focus on their products or services. Some even overtly present these   
“brand-centric” offerings in conjunction with their thought leadership            
collateral. You and I have always said that’s a big “no no,” but what did our 
thought leaders have to say about this?

Craig : Too right, Liz. There is always the temptation for companies to 
over-brand their thought leadership content.  The problem with this is that too 
much of a product or company push will turn people off.  What could be a              
valuable, new, insightful idea may never see the light of day as a result.
 For brands like SKM, Egremont and iCrossing it’s about creating content 
that enables them to engage with existing and new prospects. To have                    
conversations with them that their competitors aren’t having, and to help clients 
and prospects in their decision-making around issues that matter to them and the 
future success of their businesses. 
 For SKM’s Dale Bryce it’s about creating a conversation starter or a 
“social lubricant for engagement,” as he calls it. His goal is provide            
employees with reasons for having conversations with clients that will add value 
to them.  It’s less about the brand and more about the idea or solution.
 Interestingly for Egremont, it was less about their branding and more 
about partnering with a credible third party, HR Magazine.  Very often these types 
of associations transcend a single brand and add credible endorsement to the idea.
 To avoid falling into the trap of becoming too brand centric, David Deal of 
iCrossing has put in place very strict guidelines for how they mention their brand 
and he backs this up with training.
 So to sum up, Liz: If your thought leadership material stands on its own, 
addresses your clients’ biggest issues and challenges, or poses questions and      
provides insights about things they will need to think about in the future, you 
don’t really need to be making too many overt mentions of your brand, products 
or services. By its very nature, your thought leadership collateral will imbue in 
your audience that all-important trust, first in your expertise and then, by              
association, the capabilities of your people and your brand.  Achieve this and you 
achieve thought leadership nirvana.            
 
Liz : So we’ve covered some general advice in this session. Make sure, before 
you embark on a thought leadership campaign that you:

 a. Understand who your audience is and what keeps them awake at night.
 b. Put in a place a system that allows you to identify and then measure the 

outcomes that are important to you.
 c. Always tie your thought leadership to the strategic vision of your                

organization – make sure it works to grow your business.
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 And make sure you avoid some of the common traps that we see so many 
organizations fall into when it comes to executing what they consider (but no one 
else does) to be thought leadership. Remind us of what those are again, Craig. 

Craig :
 1. Don’t be stingy with your ideas. Companies often worry that they are 

giving away valuable intellectual property when it comes to their thought 
leadership. But here’s the thing: Just because someone knows what to do, 
it doesn’t mean they know how to do it. Use your ideas as ways to          
stimulate conversations that establish you as recognized authorities in 
solving your clients’ and prospects’ most pressing pain points.

 2. Think in advance where and how you will “sweat that content” – by 
which I mean look for where your target audience hangs out online and 
what they read, then use those channels to share your thought leading 
content. Don’t make the mistake of having great ideas that no one gets to 
hear about or explore with you because you’ve failed to communicate it 
effectively or in the right places.

 3. Finally, remember, thought leadership is not about YOU; it shouldn’t be 
considered synonymous with marketing or sales collateral. If it’s too 
brand-centric then you are missing the point of thought leadership      
completely. 

 So that’s today’s session concluded. Liz, what’s coming up next?

Liz : We’ve mentioned Egremont Group a number of times. In the next session 
we’ll be looking at what they did to establish credibility as thought leaders around 
the concept of the Head Office of the Future and why thinking about that issue 
today would save their target audience – HR professionals – major headaches 
down the road. 
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CASE STUDY #1: EGREMONT GROUP, UNITED KINGDOM.
                                                                                          “The key to credibility.”

Liz : The word we’re focusing as our theme for this session has been likened to 
virginity: Once you lose it, you can never get it back. But here’s a question for you. 
As a C-level executive or consultant in an already crowded space, have you ever 
wondered how you go about achieving credibility?
 After all, credibility is vital when you are looking to earn recognition as a 
thought leader. One of the key outcomes when you wish to lead thoughts is for 
others to find practical value in your insights and solutions. For that to happen 
your clients and prospects need to know that you and your solutions are credible.
 What’s your definition of credible, Craig?

Craig : One word, Liz – trust.  If your clients or prospects trust your insights you 
become the “go to” expert, the one they turn to first for help with their issues.

Liz : But how to earn credibility is the key, isn’t it? And that’s what we are 
focusing on in this session.
 One firm whose credibility wasn’t in doubt is UK-based Egremont Group, 
a team of management consultants specializing in business transformation.
 When I asked Fiona Czerniawska of Source for Consulting who she would 
recommend we speak to, she immediately mentioned Egremont Group. And since 
Fiona and her team have amassed and analyzed over 20,000 pieces of thought 
leadership that have been produced by leading global consultancy firms, we       
weren’t going to ignore that recommendation.
 I spoke with both Sue Grist, Egremont’s co-founder, as well as their 
former marketing director Natalie Gordon, about the thought leadership initiative 
they called Head Office of the Future.

Craig : And it’s a great example of how thought leadership emerges from             
understanding your clients, which is one of the “must-haves” we covered in the 
previous webinar.

Liz : Natalie told me that what Egremont wanted was their name to be            
synonymous with organization design as well as the change management            
consulting for which they were already known. But they didn’t want to be seen as 
what Natalie referred to as “box and diagram kind of people.” Meaning that 
Egremont was looking to find interesting ideas that they could own, but in a 
broader way than simply offering flow charts. 

Craig : Well, that raises an important question we are asked all the time: How do 
you first identify that thought leading idea? Maybe before you go into detail about 

17

http://www.egremontgroup.com/
http://www.egremontgroup.com/
http://www.egremontgroup.com/
http://www.sourceforconsulting.com/


TH
OU

GH
T 

LE
A

DE
RS

HI
P 

TH
AT

 W
OR

KS

Egremont’s Head Office of the Future initiative, Liz, you could tell us a little about 
how they first came up with this concept? 

Liz : Sure. And it’s a fascinating example of how ideas emerge from tangible 
experience. Not least, working with clients and paying attention to what is            
important to them. 
 Let’s go back a few years, to around 2009/2010. Sue Grist told me that at 
that time one of the other Egremont directors, Sean Connolly, was working on a 
project for Boots. This is the company we used to call Boots the Chemists but is 
now perhaps best known globally as a health and beauty company, in addition to 
being the leading pharmacists in the UK.  Boots wanted Sean to help them think 
through what the pharmacy of ten to fifteen years’ time might look like, as part of 
their long-term strategic planning. 
 Sean produced a whole future-based report for Boots and that got him 
interested in what he began to refer to as the “World of 2020.” Egremont used 
that concept to intrigue people at conferences as well as to provoke clients and 
prospects to think about future-proofing their strategies.
 As you can imagine, Sean had a wealth of research to draw from,                
especially around the changing workforce – how Millennials were likely to have 
something like 17 jobs by the time they were 35, how that generation didn’t want 
to work the long hours their parents do, the use of social media in the workplace, 
things like that. 
 What crossed Egremont’s minds, Sue told me, was what these trends 
would mean for organizations—both how they could exploit these trends, but also 
how they would have to change in order to work more effectively and efficiently in 
a very personalized world. 
 That’s when Natalie Gordon, who at that time was their marketing             
director, stepped in. She took all of these trends about the workplace of the future 
and wove them into an article. And it was then that Egremont did something I 
think is really smart. You know, it’s one thing to believe you have a topic that is of 
interest to your clients and prospects, it’s quite another to validate that belief.

Craig : What do you mean by that?

Liz : Well, what Egremont did was to take that article that Natalie had written 
and road test the concept of Head Office of the Future with some of their more 
progressive clients. In Sue’s words, they wanted to check that this idea was            
interesting and useful to clients who were already forward thinking. She said that 
Egremont was already screening organizations against other influences, such as 
the changes that would need to happen if a public company were to be taken over 
by a private equity firm. Head Office of the Future simply became another of those 
screens.
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 As Sue said, this gave the firm reasons to talk to people and meet people, 
as well the value they got from delivering this initiative to a wider audience.
 So really, Head Office of the Future was a concept that emerged out of the 
fact that Egremont is an organization populated by curious, thoughtful people 
who engage in ongoing conversations with their clients about future trends and 
who really understand their market.

Craig : That sounds like a great example of what we talk about in our book - that 
truly powerful thought leadership initiatives are change management approaches 
embedded into the culture of the organization, not simply communication or   
marketing “add-ons.”

Liz : Right! I think Egremont is an especially good example of how to answer 
the question: “Where do good ideas come from?” from the perspective of an 
organization’s culture. 
 As Sue pointed out, in most organizations there are people with curiosity 
and passion for a particular area of interest. From there you can assess whether 
the ideas they put forward might have commercial relevance. When you find that, 
it’s a win-win because not only does the organization benefit from a new way of 
thinking for their clients, but the learning and development and sense of                  
satisfaction the employee gets from seeing their idea manifest is enormous. 
 Egremont has a culture that’s known for supporting people with passion 
who are interested in ideas that could take the business forward and help it grow. 
Sue admitted that if Natalie hadn’t volunteered to run with the Head Office of the 
Future idea she didn’t think she would have found the time to take it as far as it 
went. Natalie Gordon is an example of one of those curious, passionate people you 
have to have in your organization in order to be truly successful at thought          
leadership.   

Craig : So how did Natalie move the project forward? 

Liz : Egremont’s leadership felt that understanding the implications of Head 
Office of the Future was going to be important to their clients, especially since 
when they began this work the recession was still biting in the UK. The big        
problem that the consultancy felt their clients and prospects were likely NOT to 
have anticipated and therefore would NOT be prepared for, was whether the head 
office structure they had today was going to deliver what they wanted in the future. 
When I spoke with Natalie she told me that what was especially important was 
knowing that if clients or prospects changed their approach now that those     
changes would be versatile enough for whatever it was they’d be facing five or ten 
years down the road.
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Craig : So Egremont decided they wanted to be thought leaders around the topic 
of Head Office of the Future?

Liz : No actually. And here’s what I think is one of the key differentiators 
among our case studies with respect to whether or not companies consciously 
decide to be known as thought leaders in a particular space. 
 Natalie told me that since the term wasn’t as common as it is                    
today – remember we’re talking about 2009/10 – their goal was not to be            
considered thought leaders. It was simply that Egremont wanted to find out more 
about this topic because they knew there was something valuable in it that their 
clients would benefit from, and that they would have something different to say. It 
was that desire to generate value for their target audience, which I think is 
common to the most influential thought leaders, that was the primary driver—not 
that they wanted to be seen as thought leaders as a result of it. 

Craig : I love that.  The best thought leadership is born from a passion and an 
intense client focus.  Critically Egremont had a focus for their research and it     
concerned their clients’ key issues. But coming back to the word we focused on at 
the top of this recording, CREDIBILITY. How did Egremont establish credibility 
around their point of view on what the Head Office of the Future would look like?

Liz : Well, that’s where Egremont was incredibly strategic. But before I get into 
that, let me tell you a little more about how the company set themselves up for 
success. Because there’s a parallel here, I think, between truly successful thought 
leadership campaigns and movie stardom. Take the comic actor, Jim Carey for 

starting out as a stand-up comedian almost 15 years earlier. Now, I’m not saying 
it’s going to take that many years to develop a robust thought leadership strategy, 
just that the process-– like any kind of creative endeavor – is incremental; it 
involves a series of steps that build on each other.  
 So let me relate that to what we’ve already talked about, but from 
Natalie’s perspective this time.  
 When it came to having a unique point of view on the Head Office of the 
Future, Natalie—who was driving the initiative and Sue who was its chief sponsor 
within the company—had some ideas as to what this might look like. But, as 
Natalie pointed out, none of it was grounded in reality. She started off, basically, 
on Google looking for whatever she could find that came from credible, academic 
sources like the Harvard Business Review. 
 What interested Natalie was that the different strands she found seemed 
to fit together—except no one had made that connection. Different people, she 
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told me, had written about flexible working or the increased use of social              
networking by Millennials or even crowdsourcing, but these were all disconnected 
pieces, by and large. What Natalie was successful at doing was bringing all of those 
threads together into a single story that they entitled Head Office of the Future so 
their clients and prospects could see where one thread impacted another.         
Egremont were already known for taking a systems focus with their change      
management programs so this approach was consistent with their existing            
expertise. 

Craig : How long did that initial research process take and isn’t what she was 
doing merely curating other people’s content?

Liz : Regarding the first part of your question about timing, Natalie told me it 
was probably about three months. Although she did stress that this wasn’t an 
exclusive project for her and, as the firm’s marketing director, there were other 
things she was responsible for simultaneously.
 But no, she wasn’t just curating content because what she ended up doing 
was creating a seven-factor model of what the Head Office of the Future might 
look like. My understanding of curation is that you simply pull content together 
under one umbrella so your audience doesn’t need to go and find it themselves. 
What Natalie did was to add a crucial additional piece that moves someone out of 
content curation into a potential thought leadership arena. She made sense of how 
all the pieces fitted together, with a model.
 Now, of course, having a model to show people is all fine and dandy but it 
was still only desk research at this point. What Natalie needed to do then was      
validate that research and bring the material to life. We’ve already talked about 
how they road tested the concept with some of Egremont’s clients. Now they 
needed to find a way to bring that thinking to a wider but still relevant audience. 
 One of the ideas they decided to pursue was to conduct a survey,         
which – of course—they could have carried out themselves among their existing 
client base. But they wanted to get some publicity out of their efforts and luckily 
Sue Grist had an existing relationship with the editor of Human Resources        
Magazine in the UK. 

Craig : How did that work out?

Liz : Really well. HR Magazine was very enthusiastic and suggested Egremont 
do a joint survey with them, so it was co-branded. That was a big plus for           
Egremont because of the magazine’s brand recognition and the fact that they were 
already seen as credible sources of information for the target audience that Natalie 
and Sue wanted to reach.

Craig : This was paid for by Egremont, wasn’t it?

21

http://www.hrmagazine.co.uk/hr/analysis/1015011/research-head-office-future-blue-sky-vision


TH
OU

GH
T 

LE
A

DE
RS

HI
P 

TH
AT

 W
OR

KS

22

Liz : Sue confirmed that the entire project cost them around twenty thousand 
pounds…which at that time was the equivalent of around US$ 33,000 and is 
pretty much the same in Australian dollars, I believe. But here’s what they got for 
their money:

 Access to HR Magazine’s existing database of HR professionals, which 
represented Egremont’s target audience.

 Joint branding for their survey, for which they received something like 
250 responses. Sue, especially, was delighted with that number. 

 Then HR Magazine and Egremont launched their report entitled Head 
Office of the Future at a co-branded breakfast briefing, attended by 40 
human resources professionals representing existing clients and              
potential prospects. 

 But, as Sue said, arguably the biggest benefit was having the spread in the 
magazine about the breakfast briefing, which was read by the Human Resources 
directors they wanted to reach. Sue felt that the event pictures and summary that 
were featured in HR magazine added credibility to Egremont’s research because it 
indicated they had produced insights that were worthy of being discussed by a 
panel that included a professor from the London Business School, as well as the 
HR Director of General Mills. 
 Natalie also said that Egremont received two further mentions in the 
magazine for this research: One about their jointly branded report, which was 
based on their survey data, and then a separate article that Natalie wrote—which 
was more of a story around what it would actually feel like to operate in the Head 
Office of the Future. 
 So all in all they got quite a bit of coverage and exposure. And in the 
e-book that accompanies this webinar series, in the Egremont case study chapter, 
there’s a link to the findings of that survey, as well as other useful material. 

Craig : Liz, you mentioned earlier that being considered a thought leader wasn’t 
the prime driver for engaging in this project—that Egremont wanted to          
demonstrate insights, value and expertise to a targeted group. Was their goal to 
also create revenue and, if so, were they clear at the outset how they would know 
what success would look like? 

Liz : Certainly. Natalie told me that ultimately the firm’s goal was to create 
revenue from this thought leadership. In fact, the whole topic very much aligned 
with their overall vision for where Egremont wanted to position themselves in the 
future. They wanted to grow the organization design side of their business and this 
piece of research was integral to that. 
 But, yes, to your other point Craig, they were very clear about what 
success would look like. Natalie told me that at minimum Egremont was looking 
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for increased visibility – which of course they got through partnering with HR 
Magazine – measured by more hits to their website. A good result would have 
been a series of meetings with decision makers within companies interested in 
redesigning their organizations. And an excellent result would have been winning 
one or two projects that otherwise would likely not have come to them. 

Craig : And did they achieve any of that?

 In terms of what it cost, Egremont’s rationale was that they already spent 
fourteen thousand pounds (which is over US$21,000) at industry conferences to 
get 14 meetings that might generate interest from one or two immediate              
prospects. What they felt they got out of spending just a little more money on the 
Head Office of the Future initiative was their name associated with a highly     
credible industry magazine and to be in front of HR movers and shakers in the UK. 
Plus the academic credibility that came from having a member of the London 
School of Business faculty on their breakfast briefing panel. And some                      
introductions did subsequently led to new clients. According to Sue, “It was a 
bit of a no brainer at the time!”
 So I guess when it comes to establishing credibility as you develop your 
thought leadership position, this is a great example of the benefit of partnering 
with key influencers—those people who are already having conversations with 
your target audience. 

Craig : That all sounds marvelous, Liz. But down to the nitty gritty. What      
downsides, if any, did Egremont experience?

Liz : None as far as the quality and relevance of their thought leadership are 
concerned. Sue told me that the Head Office of the Future concept was chosen as 
a way to elicit interest from companies that weren’t interested in their existing 
offerings – so that broadened their reach with respect to potential new clients. 
They were also able to demonstrate in a very tangible, credible way that their 
Organization Design offer was supported by leading edge thinking and insights 
into the kind of world and business environment for which leaders should be    
planning. Instead of just telling clients and prospects about this new                          
capability—Organization Design—they had tangible proof of it, backed by several 
highly credible partners. 
 But what Natalie and Sue did point out, and I think this is one of the 
issues to be wary of when partnering in this way, is that they didn’t leverage their 
research as much as they might have done, and indeed would do now, given that 
we’re all wiser in hindsight.

Liz : Sue confirmed that they did in fact make a couple of sales based on the 
new relationships they formed as a result of Head Office of the Future. They’ve 
also been using the research ever since to hand out at events.  
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Craig : What did they mean, specifically?

Liz : Well, as Natalie told me, they are a small firm without any outside PR to 
back them up. They were so busy creating this thought leadership report that they 
weren’t as focused as they might have been on what they were going to do with it, 
beyond partnering with HR Magazine. In Natalie’s words, “We didn’t use the 
PR machine enough.” 

 I think that speaks to one of the issues you and I are always stressing, 
Craig: The need to “sweat your content,” as you like to put it. Which really 
means finding different but still relevant avenues for your thought leadership, 
especially with respect to social media. Sue agreed that they didn’t leverage their 
thought leadership as much as they might have done because the internal 
team—and this is always an issue when you’re a small firm—got distracted on 
other things, including project delivery. Sue felt that sufficient time should be 
carved out to do that in the future—not necessarily to hire an outside PR agency, 
but certainly to anticipate where and how they might get broader coverage for 
what was an excellent piece of thought leadership.

Craig : Let me ask you this, Liz. Now that you’ve spoken at length to Natalie and 
Sue and looked extensively at their Head Office of the Future campaign, what 
stood out for you most?

Liz : I think what I was really impressed by—other than partnering with a    
leading industry magazine – was how they made sure that this thought leadership 
was really relevant. We spoke about this issue in the previous webinar, in relation 
to making sure you know who your target audience is and what keeps them awake 
at night. But what Egremont did beyond that was to consider the economic           
environment. 
 For example, as Natalie pointed out, the UK was still being hit by the     
economic recession. Egremont wanted to make this offering relevant to the times. 
After all, if an organization is slashing costs today will they be necessarily looking 
ahead to what they might need a few years’ down the road? As Natalie put it, “Are 
you just kind of slashing and burning, or doing a proper analysis of 
what you might need in the future?” So she made that a slant in the survey, 
which gave Egremont more relevance around the climate in which they were        
operating. 
 I think that demonstrates true thought leadership with respect to really 
understanding the world in which your clients and prospects operate, as well as 
providing a topical and therefore much more compelling emotional hook to draw 
people in.
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Craig : Well, we’re coming to the end of this particular segment. But did I hear 
you mention something about “story” earlier, given that storytelling plays a role 
in what Leading Thought offers our clients?

Liz : I’m glad you spotted that, Craig.

“Megan looked at her watch – Monday 10am, time to log on for the 
weekly trading meeting. The KPIs had shown her that there was 

only one issue to raise that week and her team had already come to 
her with an idea for fixing it. That meant they would finish on time 

and she could join the weekly “Product of the Future” forum. She 
had been following the thread of one of the latest ideas which had 
come from their consumer discussion boards and she thought she 
knew just how to take it forward, so she was looking forward to 
stepping in and taking the lead in the discussions for this stage.”

 Okay, so how’s that for a compelling way to open up a report? I really 
loved the way that Natalie – who I believe is working on a novel even as we      
speak! – engaged readers of the Head Office of the Future report by helping them 
envision what such an environment might look like. I don’t know about you, but I 
just switch off when I read some reports that are filled with emotionless statistics 
and information that’s as grey and boring as most office furniture!
 So, yes, it’s clear that you not only need to find a compelling topic that no 
one yet owns, and go beyond voicing opinions with credible research preferably 
backed by third parties, but present that material in a way that is interesting and 
engaging. I think Natalie really scored by writing up this report in story form. 

Craig : So let’s summarize what we learned from the Egremont case study 
because there are a lot of very rich insights that came out of these interviews. Not 
least the credibility that comes from partnering with already-credible key                
influencers, in this case the UK publication HR Magazine.

Liz : Yes, we talked about how ideas emerge out of taking action and over 
time—of testing concepts, and not just imagining you can think up a robust 
thought leadership campaign overnight. 
 How, when you have close ties with your clients and prospects, you can 
engage them in a conversation that helps to validate your ideas and provide 
evidence that what you think is important to your market, truly is. That you are 
putting energy and resources behind a challenge that either keeps your target 
audience awake at night today, or would do if they were aware of how it could 
impact them in the future. 
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Craig : Then there was how to know whether your thought leadership initiative is 
successful by establishing your criteria for success at the outset. And there’s the 
importance of developing a story for your thought leadership, not simply relying 
on facts and figures that we know tend not to engage most people.

Liz : I think this is crucial in terms of creating content that is compelling and 
shareable in multiple ways, which is something we talk about in more detail in our 
book #Thought Leadership Tweet.  

 So, yes, a lot of excellent material from Egremont, as there is when we 
focus on the next case study in this series. For which we travel from the UK to the 
United States, where we interviewed David Deal of iCrossing. 
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CASE STUDY #2: 

ICROSSING, UNITED STATES.

“Think like a publisher, not a marketer.”
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CASE STUDY #2: ICROSSING, UNITED STATES.
                                                        “Think like a publisher, not a marketer.”

Craig : One of the things I have witnessed first-hand through my 24 years of 
communications consulting is that very few brands truly leverage or, as I like to 
say, “sweat” their content well. And it’s a travesty when the company has          
produced a great piece of content. After all, why would you spend the time, effort 
and resources on something and then do the bare minimum with it before moving 
on?
 From experience and from talking to companies it’s clear the reasons are 
numerous.  They include: 
 A lack of proper up-front planning and not thinking through what they 

are going to do with the content once it’s produced. 
 A lack of internal consultation is a big one. Typically this involves         

marketing not having spoken to PR or business development or sales 
about how they could use the content.

 It could also be as a result of the company simply not having the right 
resources or the right people with the right skills to leverage the content 
across the multiple media channels.

 There could be a lack of expertise, for example in social media, of            
physically how to do it.

 And finally, and the one I come across most, is what I call the ‘tick box’ 
approach.  This happens when the brand has the launch, they publish 
their report, they send out a press release, publish a few blog posts and 
then simply tick the box and move on.  Mission accomplished – Wrong!!!

 As we heard in the previous session, this is exactly where Egremont said 
they fell down and it leads me to what David Deal, community manager and head 
of influencer outreach at iCrossing told me during our interview for this session. 
In his words: “To be a thought leader, you have to think like a                 
publisher.” 
 Liz, as a former journalist, the author of more than a dozen of your own 
books and consulting co-author with thought leaders who have published books, 
you’ll know what David means.

Liz : Well, publishing is certainly a passion of mine as you know, and I think 
it’s valuable for aspiring thought leaders to be aware of many of the techniques 
that journalists and publishers use to compel their target audience to read their 
content. After all, there is so much noise out there right now that it’s easy for your 
contributions – whether they are thought leading or not – to get drowned out or 
ignored.
 But I gather that one of the things that David has done at iCrossing is to 
coach and mentor all employees to think and act more like publishers, is that 
right?
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Craig : Yes, the great thing about hearing David explain iCrossing’s thought  
leadership journey was how, over time, he has coached all those involved in the 
program to think and write like thought leaders.  What I love about this is that it 
plays to my mantra that the best thought leadership organizations instill a culture 
of thought leadership throughout their organization. And that’s precisely what has 
happened at iCrossing.
 But to understand how he did that, we need to go back a few steps.  
 One of the keys to iCrossing’s success with thought leading content is 
their strategic approach.  It rests on three pillars – or what David calls the triad of 
thought leadership leverage – which are: Social media, Generating thought      
leadership content, and Influencer outreach.  I’ll cover each of these in more detail 
as I go through the iCrossing case study. 
 The other thing on which they are singularly focused is staying true to 
their mission of connectedness and creating closer relationships with customers.  
They do this by being useful, useable, visible, desirable and engaging. 

 First, define your audience. Is your audience a technologist, a marketer, 
a consumer or an executive? This is critical in any thought leadership program 
because it is only through truly understanding your audience that you will arrive 
at the heart of what all great thought leadership is about—and that is providing 
insights to help address your audience’s main issues and challenges. If you            
understand them you will also find it easier to define what David calls the 
“common voice” in your writing— a voice that appeals to your audience.
 Second, and only once you’ve defined your audience, you should define 
your goals.  iCrossing’s goal is to help Chief Marketing Officers become better 
marketers.
 Lastly, define the content that supports your goals and appeals to your 
audience. 
 For iCrossing, thinking like a publisher has been the most important part 
in positioning the brand as a thought leader, and I’ll give you some examples.

Liz : I look forward to those but before you do, I’d like to go back to how a 
brand can tie thought leadership into their vision and mission.  The problem a lot 
of people have with this is that they are typically just a bunch of words with empty 
promises and unachievable goals that don’t really play out in the real world.  How 
is iCrossing doing on that score?

Craig : Great question and one that I put to David.  What iCrossing does is        
conduct extensive and regular research into what attributes define a connected 
brand. After all they are advising their clients to be closer to their customers to be 
connected. 
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 To achieve this, David reckons you have to step out of the mindset of 
being a marketer, out of the mindset of what you do every day, and think about  
how to be a publisher. And here are the three steps they take to achieve that.
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 To support and practice what they preach, they’ve used thought             
leadership to build their own brand around connectedness. This focus means that 
all of their content and marketing material has one core mission and rallying 
point. So they really are living their mission day to day. 
 iCrossing’s clients comprise senior marketers or Chief Marking Officers 
(CMOs) at Fortune 500 companies.  David maintains that their laser-like focus on 
a defined audience helps them be very specific about their choice of content, the 
tone of that content, and the way they deliver it.mWhen they produce a white 
paper or blog post under their thought leadership banner he has coached the 
iCrossing writers and videographers to summarize, up front, the key takeaways 
with a “what's in it for me?” focus.  David’s experience is that if you don't do 
that, the CMO will never read their content.

Liz : That sounds much like a journalist or a book author who knows that they 
have to capture their audience in the first few paragraphs by writing something for 
them that is worthwhile reading. 

Craig : Exactly! The media and publishers think like this all the time. They have 
to worry about how they're going to maintain the interest of their audience and to 
think about how they're going to best define that content to align with the                
audience over time.
 In this regard what I love about iCrossing’s approach is how they stick to 
one of the golden rules of thought leadership.  To quote David: 
 “When we write about the implications of the release of the 
iPhone 5, or when we talk about Facebook and its embrace of mobile 
technology, we're not writing that from the perspective of a                
consumer, we're writing our ideas to help marketers become better 
marketers. We help marketers get a better understanding of what the 
release of a new iPhone 5 means to them. Or what Pinterest or what 
Instagram means to them.”

Liz : I suppose it goes back to what we always say, Craig: “Thought            
leadership is not about you or your products or services, it is about 
the issues and challenges that matter to your clients.” 

Craig : Yes and iCrossing lives this. They have a very clear focus of who their 
target audience is and how to generate content for them that informs their jobs 
and makes them better CMOs.
 iCrossing’s business is about delivering ideas to their clients and it’s 
therefore even more important that they use their ideas as currency to build     
credibility, which was the issue we talked about with Egremont in the previous 
session.  In fact, David’s sole purpose—and the role for which he was brought into 
iCrossing -- is to use thought leadership to build credibility for the agency. 
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Liz :  Talking of thinking like a publisher, didn’t they produce a report titled 
“Brands as Publishers?” 

Craig : They did.  It was produced a couple of years ago and it coaches companies 
on how to become connected brands by acting as publishers. iCrossing created 
their own rigorous scorecard that would help brands better assess how well they 
achieved this connectedness through their publishing. The key thing about the 
report, and one of the strongest tips for any aspiring thought leader, is the 
research they did to inform that paper.
 They interviewed executives at different companies as well as their own 
Audience Insights team (this is their client team which is at the coalface with their 
clients). They also researched how people use search terms, including the terms 
people use to find other brands online. Then, after all that, they conducted           
secondary research to verify these points of view. 
 David maintains that the combination of primary and secondary research 
delivered a far more rigorous report.   
 He is big on research.  In fact, for one of their other papers entitled: “How 
to Be a Market Maker”, David spent a year researching that topic, including desk 
top research and interviews with numerous clients and thought leaders about the 

Liz :  So how does iCrossing decide what to explore, research and publish?  
How do they go about constantly thinking like a publisher?

Craig : One of the things David does is tap into iCrossing’s employees. After all 
it’s the employees—in particular the strategists—who are helping clients figure out 
their next steps for their digital marketing. 
 He monitors the iCrossing intranet, which is where people are constantly 
asking questions of each other when trying to solve problems. It’s these questions 
which most fascinate David because they are typically things that most challenge 
their clients and their people. So this is a great place to find relevant ideas. 
 They also have a thought leadership board that meets with different 
experts in the company.  In other words, people who take the time to create their 
own ideas and are recognized subject matter experts. David finds these meetings 
very fruitful. He says it’s much like an editorial team trying to figure out what their 
editorial commentary is going to look like.
 David also follows a lot of the research. He subscribes to Gartner and   
Forrester Research. He also checks into many think tanks to see what's on their 
minds. But the key thing is still talking to iCrossing’s employees to find out what's 
on their minds. 
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market makers they admire. He explores names such as Steve Jobs, Guy 
Kawasaki and Anita Roddick, to mention a few.  It’s well worth a read and is 
available on their website.

http://www.icrossing.com/how-to-be-a-market-maker
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Liz :  Much like a publisher, I suppose he’s scanning his environment for issues 
that could act as the seed for a thought leadership topic or report?

Craig : Precisely.  In fact he told me that it’s amazing how many times he’s looked 
at an email on which he’s been copied—where people have been trying to tackle a 
problem—and it’s led to a point of view being developed further. In fact, very often 
because of the depth of some of these email exchanges he reckons they almost 
have the opening lines of the thought leadership report. 
 That’s exactly why he stresses the point that you have to think like         
publishers.
 David is in a unique position because he is in charge of influencer 
outreach and is always trying to flesh out what's on the minds of reporters,              
influencers, bloggers and analysts. That’s why he is constantly tapping into their 
thinking. 
 It is the relationships he has with people who create content that opens 
his eyes to other ideas.  It also works the other way around where it can help him 
reject ideas that may have already been talked about too often or may not be ready 
for what he calls “prime time”.

Liz :  I remember you asking me this about the Egremont interview I conducted 
for the last session. How does David ensure that the content that iCrossing puts 
out is thought leading and not just content?

Craig : It all comes down to the client and whether it is providing them with a 
new insight to their most pressing issues. An insight that no-one else is providing 
in the market, an insight that makes the CMO think differently about that aspect 
of their job or marketing platform.

Liz : I’m sure they’ve faced some challenges along the way, haven’t they?

Craig : Liz, you and I know that a thought leadership journey, like any campaign, 
can be challenging. David points out two challenges with which iCrossing has had 
to deal.  
 One is constantly reframing the focus of employees so that they will create 
content for the CMO.  This is always work in progress. Writing and blogging long 
form as a thought leader doesn't come naturally to everybody—and by that I mean 
content of over two to three thousand words or more. He has had to work at     
shifting their mindset of writing for a consumer to creating CMO-relevant content. 
I must say, I take my hat off to David because we all know that it’s often easier and 
quicker to write something yourself than to coach someone else to do it. But, as 
David has discovered, the reward is greater because, as he puts it, “You're     
helping someone else find their voice.”
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 The other challenge he faces is in understanding the different platforms 
available for sharing thought leadership. Every day there is a new blogging         
platform or a new technology that challenges iCrossing’s ability to understand and 

creating video content—new platforms are exploding every day. 
 Everybody was obsessed with YouTube but now you have to figure out 
whether Vine is the appropriate platform on which to share an idea in six seconds 
or less, or Instagram or Pinterest. Like a true publisher, David relishes this        
challenge.
  Still, the key is that iCrossing understands their audience and that helps 
simplify decisions about which platform they use.

Liz :  Still, everybody make mistakes.  Did David share some that they have 
made?

Craig : He did and it is one that’s very close to my heart and about which I’ve 
blogged—and that’s failing to think visually. As he says, we live in a visual age.  
 There is a ton of statistics out there pointing to the dramatic growth in the 
visual medium online.  For examples You Tube has grown in seven years to 800 
million visitors a month and four billion hours of video viewed. Flickr has 3,000 
images uploaded every minute and Pinterest now boasts almost 50 million users 
since starting three years ago. And, by the way, 69 of the world’s top 100 brands 
have Pinterest accounts. 
 So when David says that failing to think visually is the number one         
mistake a lot of content producers and thought leaders are making right now I 
tend to agree with him. His view is that images and video are the currency of 
online content today. If you're writing a 10,000 word white paper or an e-book, 
David advises that you should be thinking about how you bring the idea to life in 
the most visually compelling way.
 He used the example of Porter Gale's new book about networking: Your 
Network is Your Net Worth. She created a trailer for that book, much like those 
we’re used to seeing at the movies.
 
Liz : How does iCrossing deal with the challenge many companies have, of 
putting out content that is too brand or product centric?  

Craig : Everything they create helps their audience do their jobs more effectively 
or think about them differently. They focus on that one goal and by doing this they 
aim to sell through the power of their ideas. David has put in place very strict 
guidelines for how they mention the brand in their thought leadership material 
and will only quote specific iCrossing examples when they support a point. 
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create content quickly. He uses the word “distribution”  and, as he points out, 
whether you're writing short form content or long form content—or if you are  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=040ut7ZxjII
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 I’ll give you a few examples of their thought leadership work. Last year 
they produced a point of view on the "CMO's Guide to Pinterest." They took a   
platform that was getting a lot of press from a consumer standpoint and advised 
marketers of the importance of Pinterest and how it could help them achieve    
connectedness or a closer relationship with their consumers. 
 Another example about which David is especially proud, because it was 
unexpected and used an outside resource to refresh their ideas, was the work they 
did with hip-hop producer, Jermaine Dupri to produce a series of videos and 
white papers on how to think about social media differently.

Liz :  So what channels are iCrossing themselves using to publish their thought 
leadership material?

Craig : They are heavy users of social media.  David calls it “hustling their 
content.” Their primary channels comprise two blogs which they’ve called Great 
Finds and The Content Lab. These are linked to their website. Then they have    
separate Facebook pages for their European practice, Latin American practice and 
US practice, and in addition they share ideas across all of their social media sites: 
Facebook; Google+; and Twitter accounts.

Liz : How does he measure their success online?

Craig : By how much traffic they drive to their website.  As David points out, the 
website generates a lot of leads. This is a big metric for them and they measure the 
leads and client contacts they get through the requests they get, and follow up on 
the white paper downloads.

Liz : Yes, I get that, but I’m not sure how they can track those leads back       
specifically to their thought leadership. As we’ll hear when we share the SKM case 
study next, it’s such a complex pipeline that it’s hard to say that any one piece of 
content or even their thought leadership position as a whole is a lead                       
generator—or does iCrossing have a way of proving that?

Craig : For them this proof occurs across a number of fronts.  For example, 
industry analysts have ranked iCrossing highly for their expertise ranging from 
mobile to social media.  As David points out it is only the strength of their ideas 
expressed through their thought leadership material that has resulted in those 
rankings. 
 He believes their thought leadership has put them on the map. For          
example, some analysts had no idea iCrossing was into mobile marketing until 
they started reading their blog posts and some of the papers they published on the 
topic. Likewise, a journalist will often learn about their growth when they come 
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across an article by one of iCrossing’s thought leaders who may be covering a topic 
they wouldn't have covered in the past.
 It’s this change in marketplace perception that has been a massive benefit 
for them and one that has helped build awareness with their own clients and     
prospects. 
 It comes back to iCrossing’s objective, which is all about using their 
thought leadership to drive engagement. For them it’s this engagement that          
ultimately leads to a conversation. David’s experience is that the more someone 
learns about them through their ideas or their products and services, the better 
the chance that they will ultimately buy from iCrossing. For him it has                        
legitimatized their full-service approach.

Liz :  Did David offer any tips or advice to other companies embarking on their 
thought leadership journey, specifically with respect to the theme of “thinking 
like a publisher”?

Craig : Yes.  First, have strong guidelines to help your employees become better 
at publishing. Don't just tell them what to do and what not to do. Be a coach and 
help them get better at becoming thought leaders. David recommends creating 
guidelines and then implementing a training program to help employees create 
your thought leadership content. 
 He couldn’t stress this enough – so much so that his view is that it’s the 
difference between having a really robust thought leadership program and merely 
having a bunch of hit and miss ideas. Without the employee coaching, he believes 
ideas may not achieve the very thing they set out to achieve, which is building your 
brand.  
 While he acknowledges that this takes a lot of work he also says that it is 
very rewarding to develop employees’ writing and video skills. 

  And he’s right.  Liz, if you recall we came across iCrossing’s material in a 
Forrester Research report. If it hadn’t been for the relationship iCrossing had with 
Forrester, we probably wouldn’t have heard of them and I wouldn’t have                 
interviewed David for this case study.

Liz :  In fact that brings us full circle, back to what this has been all 
about—thinking like a publisher. Effectively what David has done is to help the 
900 or so people at iCrossing find their voices.

Craig : That’s right. So to wrap up, let’s summarize three key points from David 
and what iCrossing has learnt:
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 His second piece of advice is to combine your thought leadership with 
social media and influencer outreach.  As David points out, it doesn't matter how 
great your idea is, if you don't know how to share it who's going to learn about it? 
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 To be seen as a thought leader, make sure you think like a publisher and 
coach your employees to think, write and present like thought leaders.

 As we pointed out in the second audio of this series, clearly define your 
audience, articulate what it is you want to achieve and then decide on the 
content medium for delivery of your material.

 Finally, wherever you can, try to interpret and present your content 
visually.   

 That’s it for this session.  What do you have coming up next, Liz?

Liz : Our next case study features the global engineering firm Sinclair Knight 
Merz or SKM. I had a fascinating chat with Dale Bryce who shared with me how 
their thought leadership program closes the gap between the highly technical 
experts they employ and the considerably simplified messages that their clients 
need to receive.  It’s really rich in insights.

Craig : Great, I look forward to it.
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CASE STUDY #3:

SINCLAIR, KNIGHT, MERZ (SKM),

AUSTRALIA.

“A social lubricant for engagement.”
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CASE STUDY #3: SINCLAIR, KNIGHT, MERZ (SKM), AUSTRALIA.
                                                                 “A social lubricant for engagement.”

Liz : Technobabble. Gobbledygook. Mumbo Jumbo. Gibberish. These          
wonderful words all describe something that isn’t so great: The tendency for 
people who operate in a specialized arena to totally baffle their listeners when they 
open their mouths. 
 I imagine we’ve all experienced something like that, although hopefully 
none of us has been guilty of it (I’d like to bet we have!). 
 The fact is, experts have a language all of their own and they’re so used to 
speaking it to each other they often forget that it’s like a foreign language to    
everyone else. This thought comes to me every time I have to speak to a company’s 
technical support department—especially to do with computers. Have you             
experienced something like that, Craig?

Craig : Don’t get me onto the topic of jargon and technical support.  I’m a big one 
for plain English, Liz.

Liz : Well, you can only imagine the challenge that Dale Bryce faces in this 
regard! He’s the Group Manager, Marketing for Sinclair Knight Merz or SKM as 
they tend to be known.  SKM is a global firm specializing in strategic consulting, 
engineering and project delivery. If I share with you some of their current major 
projects you’ll get a sense of what they do: 

 In West Africa they’re undertaking an Environmental and Social Impact 
assessment of a railway that will deliver iron ore to a port in Liberia where 
it will be shipped overseas. 

 They’re bringing their specialized capabilities around “truckless mining” 
to another iron ore project, this time in Brazil.

 And they’re deeply involved in engineering, procurement and                   
construction management services for Rio Tinto’s Cape Lambert Port B 
project in Australia. 

 And that’s only a tiny part of their global portfolio. 
 SKM operates across Asia Pacific, the Americas, Europe, the Middle East 
and Africa. Dale is based in Melbourne, Australia and it was from there he spoke 
with me about how, for SKM, the focus of their thought leadership is on producing 
a "social lubricant for engagement" -- one that facilitates meaningful       
conversations between their highly technical people and clients who typically 
don’t have the same technical expertise. In particular, Dale talked about how 
SKM’s thought leadership gives their people an opportunity to enter into a 
dialogue with clients and prospects, between projects and outside of trying to sell 
something. 

38

http://www.globalskm.com/
http://www.globalskm.com/
http://www.globalskm.com/
http://www.globalskm.com/Insights/Achieve-Articles/Items/2013/Getting-more-from-truckless-mining.aspx


TH
OU

GH
T 

LE
A

DE
RS

HI
P 

TH
AT

 W
OR

KS

 For SKM, thought leadership is linked to the "what makes our people 
different?" issue that I think many companies struggle with. 
 We also talked about how these conversations set up a virtuous cycle 
because that's how SKM gets to hear things from their clients that they wouldn’t 
otherwise be told. And we discussed how SKM turns their highly technical thought 
leadership into "consumable" material for their clients. 
 Sound good, doesn’t it Craig?

Craig : It certainly does.  I interviewed Dale a few years ago for my blog and I’ve 
always been fascinated by their client-first philosophy. I can’t wait to hear more!

Liz : Well let me take this piece by piece.
 I’ll begin by sharing what Dale told me about how he sees thought         
leadership as being “less about content and more about the provision of 
a social lubricant for engagement.” Now, what does he mean by that? 
Simply that the firm’s thought leadership is a conversation starter.  In a way it is a 
change management approach because they are shifting the behavior of their own 
people to do more than just take orders. Dale wants their thought leadership to 
change the thinking of their clients. 
 Now, thought leadership by its very definition is meant to influence and 
change others’ thinking. That’s why we called our company Leading Thought. But 
what I think is highly instructive and exemplary about what Dale is doing at SKM 
is recognizing that you have to encourage your own expert employees to be more 
proactive in shaping the thinking of clients so those clients can achieve better 
outcomes. 
 What Dale recognized when he first joined SKM six years ago was that 
highly technical people—the ones that interface with SKM’s clients around the 
world—have very high IQs. Of course they are incredibly intelligent, well-educated 
people. But many of them lag in what’s been called EQ or emotional intelligence. 
As Dale said, “Some of the things we take for granted don’t come           
naturally to highly technical, super-smart people. For example, they 
find it really challenging to just call up a client and ask to meet with 
them without any particular agenda. The experts in the firm would 
ask Dale, “What would I talk about, what’s my excuse for doing 
that?”
 But here’s where the genius part comes in. Because by making thought 
leadership the catalyst for the dialogue, Dale is providing employees with reasons 
for conversations that the clients will value and benefit from.

Craig : I know that SKM has a different way of positioning thought leadership 
and they use it to achieve very specific outcomes. Can you tell us what that looks 
like?
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Liz : Let me break down how SKM engages with clients into three parts:

 First, the “why” or reason for the dialog in the first place.
 Second, what these experts are encouraged to talk about with their clients 
and prospects.
 And third, how Dale’s team creates the high quality thought leadership 
that’s appreciated by clients and helps achieve the outcomes SKM wants.
 First – the why piece. SKM was smart in continually collecting client data. 
What that data told them were things that are directly relevant to what we’re     
talking about here: 

 1. Clients liked receiving short, sharp, relevant articles from them.
 2. Clients expected SKM to visit them between projects.
 3. Clients actually wanted to receive unsolicited proposals relevant to 

their ongoing success.

 Now, that last point might surprise people but here’s the real shocker: 
The firms who know that clients want to hear from them when they have           
something valuable to share and who leverage that fact are in the                                 
minority – they’re very rare indeed. Evidence of that was shown in a report called 
How Buyers Buy, produced by the Hinge Research Institute. One of the report’s 
headlines was: “All Good things (Like Clients) Do Not Come to Those 
Who Wait…” 
 In some 2013 research the RAIN group conducted, they asked 850 buyers 
how they got to hear about opportunities of interest to them: 

“Only 15 per cent of the time did buyers remember the provider 
bringing the opportunity proactively to the buyer.”

Craig : That’s a stunning statistic, Liz. What you’re saying is that very few firms 
are proactively bringing opportunities to a client or prospect’s attention?

Liz : That’s right. And, incidentally, that same report found that 81 percent of 
buyers consider “developing a reputation for producing results” as the 
best way to reach them, whereas only three percent of sellers thought that. That’s 
an alarming chasm that SKM and the other exemplary thought leaders we feature 
in this webinar series are helping to bridge. 
 By sharing this insight with their internal experts – that clients want to 
hear from SKM, not just when they have something to sell – Dale was able               

project they may be working on together. Otherwise, as Dale put it, if they aren’t 
proactive in bringing forward valuable ideas, clients begin to feel as if the firm 
doesn’t care about them. 
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establish what he calls “a coalition of the willing.” That is, experts who are 
more comfortable going out and talking with clients separate from the specific 
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Craig : And what’s the premise for those meetings and discussions?

Liz : Thought leadership! Not as a concept, but in the form of particular 
insights that their experts can share off the back of their research.
 Let me relate the example Dale shared with me. Let’s say the theme is 
ground water. SKM has produced some research and a report on a big idea. The 
various client managers then go to those clients who would find these insights 
relevant and say, “Here’s our report, and it’s a gift! You might not know 
you have this problem.” 
 That’s how their thought leadership inspires a conversation. And here are 
two key benefits that SKM leverages from that simple act of proactivity and from 
generously sharing their knowledge. What’s the one thing that most companies 
boast these days, knowing that there is very little about their products and services 
that differentiates them from the competition?

Craig : The typical refrain I hear is: “Our people are our difference.”

Liz : Spot on! But that’s just so much yada yada unless it’s actually true! SKM 
truly differentiates themselves from their competition because of the way they 
share their thought leadership – using it to initiate conversations about issues that 
clients have likely not anticipated which gives SKM’s experts more opportunities 
to interact with those clients outside of an already established project.
 And you know the other major benefit of this, Craig? As Dale said, 
because their thought leadership content prompts conversations that ordinarily 
don’t happen, the firm gets to hear things that empowers SKM even further. 
 Dale told me that they are constantly amazed at what clients will tell you 
under these circumstances. Not only does this simple act of being proactive about 
your expertise maintain positive relationships, but it’s a two-way trade. SKM 
shares their thought leadership content and in turn the discussions this provokes 
gives them insights into things they otherwise would never hear. 

Craig : I love the way SKM use their thought leadership.  But did Dale go into any 
more detail about how they take often highly technical information and make it 
consumable, without dumbing it down too much?  It must be difficult for their 
experts to convey their insights in a way that’s easy to understand for the client.

Liz : Yes, that goes back to what I said at the top of this session. The last thing 
you want is to present your reader with expert jargon that they don’t fully              
understand. Especially not when what they really need are implementable 
insights.
 Here’s how SKM does it. I’ll use the ground water example I cited earlier. 
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 Let’s say an SKM guru is doing research in that space and produces a 
highly technical report that only another guru would understand. After all, they 
may be considered brilliant in their field, but they’re likely not all that skilled as a 
writer, especially communicating to an everyday audience. 
 Dale’s marketing team takes that technical report and distills it down into 
key insights that are easily consumable by non-expert readers. In many cases this 
may take the form of one or more short, insightful articles. Dale then goes back to 
the guru who produced the original report to make sure the article has hit all the 
high points and hasn’t lost its innovative edge. 

Craig : I was also going to ask you, Liz, how does SKM keep the quality of their 
thought leadership high in that respect? 

Liz : By knowing their clients and setting high quality benchmarks. They know 
that tips and tricks are not going to work in their space, as they might in some 
industries or markets. And they are not going to send out content that is not         
absolutely in sync with the technically leading focus of the firm. As Dale pointed 
out, that would be contrary to what SKM does and what they are known for—that 
all-important reputation piece.
 And just to pre-empt your next question, Craig, which I imagine is around 
how the firm avoids being too brand-centric, Dale emphasized that SKM has built 
its brand one client at a time. Their industry demands high quality thought        
leadership and they have processes in place that ensure, even in their marketing 
plan, that they always define the problems clients need solved not what SKM 
wants to sell them. In fact, that’s always the tension between marketing and sales, 
isn’t it, especially in a recession? The way Dale frames it, if they are not granted 
business on an understanding of a client problem, then SKM is wasting its time 
and money—especially given that in their industry bids cost many thousands of 
dollars to compile. 
 So, for them, a really good bid has—on the front page—clearly articulated 
what they understand the client problem to be and what SKM’s solution is.
 That’s the focus of the content that SKM shares proactively with 
clients—so the firm is not just seen as turning up when they’re looking for work or 
at the end of a project—typically, 1200 word articles that provide a taster of the 
dialogue they want to have with people.

Craig : What about lead generation? I mean, it’s all very well sharing this     
knowledge but SKM, like any other firm, is looking to grow their business. How 
does their thought leadership help with that?

Liz : Great question! That was something that Dale said he was surprised by. 
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How great content alone can provide lead generation. He said that in their             
environment SKM never expected the phone to ring after content was posted on 
their website or dispatched to clients. But he found that if that content is “bang 
on” in terms of solving a client problem and SKM has existing credibility with that 
client, the phone can and does ring. So, oftentimes SKM is being invited in for 
those all-important conversations—they don’t even have to ask for a meeting!
 In professional services, a firm like SKM is blessed with any number of 
gurus. The role of marketing, Dale told me, is to link expert insights to clients and 
to package and present their ideas in such a way that it stimulates further              
discussion. As Dale said, clients actually want you to be proactive. They want     
content that is tailored to their specific needs. And they need firms like SKM to 
help them implement those insights. 
 It was truly an outstanding conversation I had with him!

Craig : It certainly sounds like it. So what was SKM hoping to achieve with their 
thought leadership, over and above what we’ve already discussed?

Liz : Dale told me that on one level it’s about brand awareness and brand       
relevance, especially in what they see as their emerging markets: South America, 
Asia, and Africa. 
 But more deeply than that, he said, it was about change management–in 
other words, shifting the behaviors of their people from just taking orders to      
proactively helping shape the thinking of clients. Which, in turn, enables everyone 
to achieve better outcomes.

Craig : We’ve discovered that many of our case study examples never consciously 
decided to become thought leaders. What was Dale’s perspective on this? To what 
extent did SKM focus on becoming thought leaders in their space?

Liz : Oh, it was quite conscious as far as Dale was concerned! In fact, it was 
part of his remit when he moved from legal to set up a Capability Marketing      
function within SKM six years ago. Dale was brought in to market SKM’s                 
capability through thought leadership. So, yes, very conscious and very strategic. 
Dale saw that the firm was sitting in an opportunity-rich environment with all 
these huge insights and knowledge around power, water, livable cities, and          
lowering costs through the life of large projects, and all this brilliant stuff was not 
being leveraged to the full. 

Craig : Why was that?

Liz : Well, Dale told me that the culture of SKM, at that time, was one of     
avoidance. They faced the same challenge that many professional services firms 
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do, in making their experts feel comfortable interacting with clients and prospects 
without feeling like they were “selling.”  Their experience was that most               
technically oriented people are not just antsy about it but they tend not to be good 
at the sales piece.
 
Craig : You know what I’m going to ask next, don’t you Liz? Return on                     
investment. How has SKM gone about measuring their success with respect to 
their thought leadership?

Liz : I knew you wouldn’t let me get away without answering that one, Craig! 
 I really appreciated Dale’s honesty around return on investment. As he 
told me, it’s not just about numbers it’s about who the company is having             
conversations with. That it’s important to get their people in to talk to clients 
between projects. Because for them thought leadership is all about enabling       
conversations…and from those discussions, good things do come.
 Dale is convinced that their thought leadership has had a meaningful 
impact on the firm’s bottom line but because they are in a very complex business 

 The good news for SKM is that they’ve experienced double-digit growth 
for the past fifteen years. Speaking with Dale Bryce—without a hint of                     
gobbledygook or mumbo jumbo in any part of our conversation—I can see why 
that would be. 

Craig : Finally, Liz, how does SKM’s thought leadership position align with the 
overall vision of the organization? I mean, how do they view their thought          
leadership strategically?

Liz : As Dale explained, one of SKM’s underpinning strategies is a relationship 
“client-first” approach. Some years ago they decided to scale back on the 
number of clients they served so they could focus on the 20 percent of clients that 
gave them 80 percent of their work and revenue. SKM only wanted to work with 
clients who valued them as much as they valued the clients, which is precisely our 
approach at Leading Thought. This strategy allows for deeper relationships and an 
understanding of clients as people, not just order numbers. 
 What I think is really neat is that SKM takes a “narrowcast” not a 
broadcast approach. This fits in beautifully with the client-centric focus of thought 
leadership, because when you have fewer clients to allocate resources to, you can 
really personalize your services and content. 
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relationship between thought leadership and revenue. However, it has certainly 
had an impact on client engagement.  This is much easier to measure and, as 
Dale said, it’s more important now in tougher economic times than it’s ever been 
before.



TH
OU

GH
T 

LE
A

DE
RS

HI
P 

TH
AT

 W
OR

KS

Craig : Liz unfortunately that’s all we have time for on the SKM case study. But 
you’ve shared a wealth of information about how thought leadership has an 
impact both within and outside of a professional services firm.
 So, what’s coming up next time?

Liz : In keeping with the international focus of this webinar series, from       
Melbourne, Australia I traveled–literally this time–to Pune in India where I spoke 
with Lalit Kathpalia, director of the Symbiosis Institute of Computer Studies and 
Research about how their thought leadership has taken on a distinctly “bottom 
up” flavor! 
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CASE STUDY #4: 

SYMBIOSIS INSTITUTE OF COMPUTER

STUDIES AND RESEARCH (SICSR), INDIA.

“Success from the bottom up.”
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CASE STUDY #4: SYMBIOSIS INSTITUTE OF COMPUTER 
STUDIES AND RESEARCH (SICSR), INDIA.

                                                                         “Success from the bottom up.”

Liz : It was Joel Kurtzman, then editor-in-chief of Booz & Company’s Strategy 
and Business magazine, who originally coined the term “thought leadership” 
back in the late 1990s. He also wrote a book entitled Thought Leaders: Insights on 
the Future of Business in which he interviewed twelve of what Kurtzman called 
“the world’s most remarkable business leaders and thinkers.” Many 
were prominent academics, like Charles Handy of the London Business School, 
John Kao of Harvard Business School, and Warren Bennis of the University of 
Southern California’s Marshall School of Business.
 And it’s to academia we now turn for our next thought leadership case 
study. This time to Pune in India, which I recently visited to meet with Lalit     
Kathpalia, director of the Symbiosis Institute of Computer Studies and Research, 
better known as SICSR. 
 Given my own academic background and the business I do in India, I was 
especially excited to learn from SICSR about what thought leadership looks like in 
that country.  And how Lalit has gone beyond introducing an innovative idea to 
influence the way education is being delivered in India. 

Craig : So what are you going to focus on for this session, Liz?

Liz : The questions I wanted answered were not just what SICSR are doing in 
the arena of educational technology, but how this became thought leadership and 
not simply innovation. And, given that so much focus is often placed on content 
when it comes to thought leadership, I wanted to know what that part that 
played—if any—in SICSR being recognized as a thought leader.

Craig : Before you do that, Liz, could you give us a little more context? We’re    
talking about an institute of higher education in India. What exactly is the “big 
aha” that Lalit and his team own in this space? 

Liz : Lalit said that India is a country still considered to be in the Dark Ages as 
far as education is concerned. Teachers, in the main, expect students to learn by 
rote, to mark up printed textbooks, and to walk away knowing lots of theory but 
with little experience of putting that into practice. To be honest, we see plenty of 
that here in the United States as well.
 Lalit–who came to SICSR from the IT industry–also pointed out that 
India has lagged the West when it comes to educational technology. Although, he 
may be surprised to learn that in a recent report issued by the non-profit Center 
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for American Progress, schools in the United States “have not taken                  
advantage of the ways that technology can be used to dramatically 
improve education-delivery  systems.” So Lalit is perhaps more forward 
thinking than he realizes, not just in India, but in the arena of education generally. 
 The strategic issue he wanted to address is one, I think, that all                     
organizations will recognize--the challenge of delivering what Lalit calls a “wow” 
experience for key stakeholders. By which he means the students. 
 Pune is known as the Oxford of India, so SICSR faces huge competition 
not just from other higher education institutes in that city but across India as a 
whole. So in addition to delivering “wow” results for the students they had to 
figure out how to differentiate themselves from their competitors.

Craig : How did they achieve that? 

Liz : When Lalit joined SICSR six years ago he found a kindred spirit in 
colleague Harshad Gune. Harshad was on the board of Open Source and was 
already dabbling with an Open Source learning management system called 
MOODLE. That’s a tool that allows educators to create virtual learning                    
environments that can be used for online courses or to provide activity modules 
that support face-to-face courses for blended learning. 
 As we know, Craig, the best strategies come from identifying and               
addressing PAIN. SICSR was growing and needed to scale. That challenge–that 
pain–involved managing the huge workload of students with the large amount of 
credits that needed to be delivered. That’s when Lalit and his team sat down and 
re-thought what they were doing and how they were doing it.  
 They looked to see who had found solutions to the pain they and their 
students were experiencing. But instead of just adopting a strategy wholesale from 
some other institution, they customized a solution to their needs by drawing        
inspiration from a variety of sources. They wanted to be sure they came up with 
the right pain medicine for the particular pain SICSR was experiencing. 

Craig : Yes, it’s not only important to uncover what it is that keeps your audience 
awake at night, but—as Lalit says—to personalize the strategic medicine you need 
to take in order to effect a cure. But how is this thought leadership and not simply 
an innovative solution to a pain point?

Liz : You’re right. There’s nothing especially new—certainly for us in the 
West—about using the Cloud as what Lalit refers to as a “campus for           
learning,” which for SICSR meant using MOODLE to deliver course content, 
assignments, exams plus teacher presentations and resources.
 So let’s tie this into the strategic vision that Lalit and Harshad had of 
ensuring that SICSR became a place that not only teaches technology but supports 
students to practice technology. 
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 As we identify in our award-winning book, #Thought Leadership Tweet, 
there are three legs that support the thought leadership stool: 1) Environment, or 
culture; 2) Strategy; and 3) People.  We know that the people piece—if everything 
is done right—emerges from having the right culture and strategy in place. 
 Thanks to the inclusive, open door culture that Lalit had established 
when he took on the position of director, and now having established a strategy 
that embraces educational technology using Open Source software, Lalit found 
that students would come to him with new ideas. They would say things like, “Sir, 
we are doing this on the technology piece and would like to help our 
college benefit from it.” 
 As Lalit told me:
“One major shift for an Indian higher education institution like ours 

was to make sure our stakeholders–the students–were part of this 
change by helping develop the technology that supported it.”

 As the students became more conversant and experienced with these     
educational technologies, more and better companies began recruiting them after 
graduation. These companies told Lalit that his students didn’t just talk               
technology, they knew how to use it and—better still—could help implement it in 
innovative ways within their organizations.
 Some of the students who volunteered and were mentored for these 
hands-on educational technology initiatives found it more satisfying to work on 
projects than attend traditional classes. And some of them became outside          
consultants because of what they learned. 
 As someone who worked for a while in career services for a leading 
university, I know how much more valuable a young graduate is to a company 
when they can provide evidence in answer to the question: “What can you do 
for me?” Not only were recruiters thrilled with SICSR’s educational technology 
initiatives but the Institute experienced a huge boost in positive student feedback 
and a big spike in student registrations.
 But in terms of a wider application for listeners, I think this case study 
underscores how important it is for any organization to think bottom-up when it 
comes to their thought leadership, not just top-down. One of the questions we ask 
in #Thought Leadership Tweet is: “Why don’t you take a client challenge 
to a part of your organization whose opinions you have never sought 
before, to gain fresh insights?” The same goes for internal challenges. As 
Lalit told me, “We want our stakeholders, the students, to feel proud, 
happy and to enhance their motivation and ability to learn.” One way 
SICSR did that was to involve students in developing how that learning is              
delivered. 

Craig : It sounds to me like Lalit and Harshad took considerable risks,                  
implementing a strategy quite different to what’s typically found in an Indian 
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higher education institute. How was this initiative received by the faculty and 
other members of the team? 

Liz : I’m grateful to Lalit for not sugarcoating any of this. Because some of the 
biggest resistance, he said, came from his own people. The faculty and staff         
weren’t so gung-ho about adopting educational technology or the bottom-up      
contributions of students. 
 In the early stages, Lalit and Harshad had a tough time getting faculty and 
staff to understand that this new approach would actually be good for them. As 
Lalit explains it, this had to do with an “inferiority mindset.” His team was not 
as forward thinking as its leadership, but also they judged themselves harshly in 
comparison to other educational institutions. And this is a trap many                        
organizations fall into, I think. Concerning yourself more with external criteria of 
success than maintaining focus on your own strategic goals. The faculty and staff 
were concerned that SICSR wasn’t appearing in surveys as one of India’s top five 
leading institutions and I guess that’s where the sense of inferiority stemmed 
from. 

Craig : That’s a tough nut to crack, Liz, especially given that you want your own 
people to be your best ambassadors. How did Lalit handle that?

Liz : He continued to reaffirm what was important to SICSR’s mission–to    
produce a “wow” experience for their students. It really all boils down to what 
you can control. You can’t control whether some survey judges you to be “top” 
but you can control your own destiny in terms of what you want to focus on. 
Which, in SICSR’s case, was “being the best in academics and delivering 
excellence through technology.”
 And from there, exerting an influence that gets you talked about. As Lalit 
said, “There was a point where my team suddenly realized that this 
technology piece was actually helping them do their work faster, 
better, and cheaper—more efficiently. But also, the accolades were 
coming thick and fast.” 

Craig : Well, I’m glad you’ve mentioned that because I’m going to play devil’s 
advocate here and say I’m still not convinced that this is an example of thought 
leadership. I mean, SICSR are undoubtedly very innovative, but we’ve always said 
that innovative thinking is a necessary but not sufficient component of thought 
leadership. 

Liz : Happy for you to play devil’s advocate on this issue, Craig. And here I’d 
like to mention something that Sue Grist discussed with me when I was                     
interviewing her about Egremont Group’s Head Office of the Future thought     
leadership initiative. 
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 She talked about how a client had been brought in to speak at one of their 
annual offsite training and development events. When he was asked about 
thought leadership he pointed out that he was inundated with companies who all 
say they have something special to offer his company. But he only sees the ones 
who can demonstrate that they can add value and either tell him something he 
doesn’t already know or show value he wasn’t already aware of. As Sue pointed 
out, the world isn’t thinking enough about the future, which is why we need 
thought leaders. 
 At Leading Thought we talk about thought leadership in terms of a 
pioneering mindset, which Lalit definitely showed in recognizing that you can’t 
continue offering a 19th century education in a 21st century world.
 We say that thought leadership involves the courage to influence. And 
Lalit’s educational technology initiatives have influenced some of the 43 other 
institutes within the Symbiosis family, who were inspired to implement the same 
Open Source learning management system.  And they’re using SICSR talent to 
train their people in the use of MOODLE. 
 Convinced now?

Craig : Just one more thing. In the next case study, coming up, I spoke with Jeff 
Bullas who is ranked 11th by Forbes in their list of the top 50 Social Media Power 
Influencers. He defines thought leadership as “earned authority.” Has Lalit 
been sought out as an authority on the use of Cloud computing outside of his own 
organization?

Liz : He has. Leading publications like EDU and the Times of India have asked 
him to submit articles and have interviewed Lalit. SICSR was one of the locations 
chosen to organize a live broadcast of a TEDx event recently. Lalit won one of the 
prestigious and highly competitive 2012 IBM Faculty Awards, which gave him and 
SICSR international recognition. And they were invited to showcase their work at 
a conference that IBM organized in India called I-CARE. I guess you don’t get 
those kinds of invitations unless you’re recognized as an authority in your field. 

Craig : I’m convinced now, but I do want to bring you back to a point you raised 
at the top of this session—about content. I haven’t heard you talk about that yet.

Liz : No, and it’s an important one. I want to reinforce this point because you 
know it’s a real bug bear with me that thought leadership is so often thought of as 
synonymous with content marketing, which it isn’t. 
 Here’s what was really interesting. As Lalit told me, they didn’t write any 
white papers; they didn’t write any articles; they didn’t write any research papers. 
They just said, “We’ll do this.” And they did.
 Well, it sounds simple enough but it often isn’t for organizations that get 
so caught up in the “content, content, content” feeding frenzy that they forget
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that the majorly influential thought leaders are going ahead and earning their 
authority by delivering change that others recognize as valuable and which they 
want to emulate. 
 I’ve always believed that what you do is more influential in the long run 
than merely writing about your ideas. I think SICSR is a great example of how 
risk-taking and experimentation, not content, has brought about their thought 
leadership. That’s a definite lesson I think we can take from this.
 So, what’s coming up next, Craig?

Craig : Well, we’ve mentioned him briefly already. Jeff Bullas is an individual 
who has built his thought leadership purely online and is using his blog to share 
insights around the convergence of marketing, social media, and technology. I’m 
looking forward to sharing how he gained his globally recognized thought           
leadership position in that space next. 
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CASE STUDY #5: 

JEFF BULLAS, AUSTRALIA.

“Earned authority.”

http://www.jeffbullas.com/

53

C H A P T E R  S I X

http://www.jeffbullas.com/
http://www.jeffbullas.com/
http://www.jeffbullas.com/


TH
OU

GH
T 

LE
A

DE
RS

HI
P 

TH
AT

 W
OR

KS

54

CASE STUDY #5: JEFF BULLAS, AUSTRALIA.
                                                                                           “Earned authority.”

Craig : No one gives a damn about your brand or your products. That’s Jeffrey 
Bullas’ view. Which is worth paying attention to, given that he’s amassed 161,000 
Twitter followers and over four million annual visitors to his blog in just four 
years.
 Oh, and speaking of Jeff’s blog, it is now ranked 11th by Forbes in their list 
of the top 50 Social Media Power Influencers. You see, Jeff is an expert on all 
things social media. He posts daily about social media, its context and relevance in 
communication and marketing. He is helping people understand the myriad 
social media platforms available, how they work and how you can use them for 
your brand.  The fact that so many people see him as a social media expert and 
flock to his blog for information, in my eyes makes him a thought leader.  
 I like Jeff’s view that thought leadership is “earned authority.” So I 
was delighted to catch up with him to explore this topic, but also to dig deeper into 
how he became a globally regarded, highly successful individual thought leader 
using social media, and how he is embarking on the journey of monetizing his 
expertise.   

Liz : Well, that’s certainly some following he’s got, Craig. And I know the 
notion of becoming an individually recognized thought leader is of huge interest to 
the people I meet, including those working within organizations. So, how did Jeff 
set out to become a thought leader in the first place?

Craig : That’s the interesting thing, he didn’t. Like Egremont and SICSR, Jeff 
didn’t have any grand plan for thought leadership status. In fact, he always      
stresses that only your audience can define you as a thought leader, it’s not      
something you call yourself. For Jeff it all started with a passion, much like our 
joint passion for thought leadership.  Jeff’s passion stemmed from an interest in 
how marketing, social media and technology converge. 
 As he explored this he also discovered a passion for writing. Over time he 
realized that what he was writing about was gaining traction with an audience. 
And basically that’s where it all started for him. 
 But for Jeff there was also a higher purpose—it is also about leaving a 
legacy. When he’s 80 he wants to look back and say, “What difference did I 
make?”

Liz : Social media is a very broad topic. How did he decide on a niche and 
develop that? 

Craig : Jeff was primarily guided by what he saw in the market. He was attracted 
by people’s obsession with social media and their fascination withthe likes of 
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Facebook and Twitter. His sense was that social networking was touching the 
human psyche in a way he’s never seen before. And his curiosity grew as he        
continued to observe how social media was radically changing the way we         
communicate, how we network as individuals, and how we deliver content. 
 The power of social media still fascinates him and it’s what keeps him 
curious, engaged and motivated to keep researching, exploring, writing, talking 
and consulting on the topic.

Liz : Certainly what social media has done, in terms of helping business share 
their marketing and content, is quite remarkable.

Craig : Yes, Jeff feels that it is the single biggest change we have seen in media in 
over 500 years.  Not only has it changed the way we communicate but it’s become 
the platform for creativity and self-expression, allowing introverts and not just 
their extroverted counterparts to connect to a global audience. 
 Liz, while you and I certainly aren’t introverts I think we’re a perfect 
example of this—we were first aware of each other’s blogs. Then we connected 
through Twitter, which led to us co-authoring #Thought Leadership Tweet for 

.

Liz : And given that you are in Sydney, Australia and I’m in Austin, Texas, I 
think we can safely say that if it hadn’t been for social media, the two of us would 
never have met.

Craig : Indeed.  As Jeff says, extroverts have always found it easy to focus             
attention on themselves, but social media allows someone in a quiet room in a 
remote country to have a global voice and be seen as an expert. That excites him 
because anyone with a passion now has the platform to become a thought leader 
and to express their points of view online.

Liz : Let’s now focus on something I know a lot of people will want to know. 
How did Jeff go about building and targeting the huge number of people who 
follow him, and gain the respect of publications like Forbes?

Craig : I’ll come back to passion. For Jeff it all starts with doing something about 

 And that brings me to his golden rule, which is to truly understand and 
engage with his audience online. He watches and listens intently whenever he puts 
up a new post. Social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook and a blog mean 
that you get a lot of feedback and it’s this feedback that enables Jeff to not only 

which we’ve won a globally recognized award. Then we launched our global     
consulting firm, Leading Thought.

which you're passionate. He believes it is this passion that supercharges his 
energy and translates into writing that others see as genuine and authentic.
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test and refine his content but more importantly to tap into the issues people face 
in the market. 
 He believes in exactly the same things we heard from our other thought 
leaders in this series. You have to be able to put yourself in your target market’s 
shoes and solve their problems. As Jeff says: 

“This is not about you. It's about them. No one cares about you. 
They care about what value you bring to them. It's really about 

taking people by the hand and showing them how get to their        
destination.”

 But it doesn’t stop there for him.  Jeff also draws widely from a variety of 
sources—academic papers, blogs, YouTube videos, online slideshow                     
presentations, books and TED talks. His content is a combination of what his 
audience is telling him, what other experts are doing, and reviewing research.  He 
curates all of this and then weaves it into his own content. 

Liz :  Then doesn’t that just make him a content curator? Where does the 
thought leadership piece come in?

Craig : Good question Liz.  If we keep in mind that thought leadership is about 
delivering new insights that address your audience’s issues and challenges, then 
this is what Jeff does so well.  He has tapped deeply into the issues facing his        
audience in real time online and is therefore able to piece together insights        
combining his experience and wide reading across the social media space.  
 I have to say your question also raises an interesting point and that is if 
your market perceives you as a thought leader then you probably are.  Although 
Jeff is surprised about the global recognition he has gained; titles like “guru” and 
“expert” don't sit well with him.

Liz : How on earth does he find the time to do all of this? I take it that this is 
his day job?

Craig : Initially Jeff started writing late at night but found it difficult to create 
fresh content after being at a networking event or going out to dinner. After a year 
of struggling with this he started getting up at four thirty during the week so he 
wouldn’t be interrupted and could create content, publish it, then optimize it for 
the social web and for search engines. For Jeff finding the time to think and write 
was critical.

Liz : That’s a big issue for a lot of people. I know, I have to be very disciplined 
with myself so that the day doesn’t get swallowed up with tactics and I’m ignoring 
what’s strategically important for the long haul. What other obstacles did Jeff have 
to overcome along the way?
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Craig : Generating ideas.  He points out that content creation is the biggest     
challenge for most thought leaders. When we explored this, he referred to a quote 
from Stephen King who said that if you want to write a lot, you must do one thing 
above all else and that is to read a lot.
 This is something Jeff has taken to heart.  He makes time to do a lot of 
research and read. It’s where he finds his inspiration. He calls it “turning on 
your inspiration gene.” 
 But he also issues this warning: Don’t fall into the trap of “succumbing 
to the curse of knowledge.” You touched on this at the start of the SKM case 
study, Liz. How, when people become experts or get to know their industry well, 
they start using jargon and acronyms, which to everyone else is like a foreign 
language. 
 Jeff’s advice is: Keep it simple. Your content must make sense to someone 
who is reading it for the first time, especially these days when time is at a              
premium. Content must be easy to consume. I know Jeff would agree strongly 
with David Deal of iCrossing who talked about the importance of visuals, to draw 
people in and support your written content. 
 What I thought was especially interesting, given that the prevailing 
wisdom has been to keep online writing to short, maybe 400 to 600 word pieces, 
is the importance of long, solid, well-structured content. Content that is easy to 
read with subtitles and bullet points and maybe runs to 2,000 to 3,000 words. 

Liz : I think that’s a contrarian view that is supported by data, Craig. Lewis 
Dvorkin writing for Forbes talked about that. He was on a panel discussing the 
“future of content” and pointed out how articles that got massive page 
views—and I mean, we’re talking hundreds of thousands of hits here—were 
long-form content. He said that long form and short form content work hand in 
hand, which I gather is Jeff’s view too. 
 But let me ask you this. Jeff’s main social media channel, I believe, is his 
blog. Did he talk about using other social media channels?

 Jeff’s biggest social network is Twitter and he believes this is the most 
efficient network with which to distribute content to a target audience. Besides 
that, he has a Facebook page and uses SlideShare, which he reckons is one of the 
greatest ways to visually showcase your thought leadership. He calls it the           
YouTube of PowerPoint. Some of the other channels he uses include Instagram, 
Pinterest, LinkedIn, and Google+. 
 When I asked him how he had time to look after the eight social media 
channels he’s on, he said that the content he creates for his blog is like his hub and 
the other social networks are his “content outposts”.  It’s there that he crowd 

Craig : He did, but he has a very simple rule: Use as many social media channels 
as your time and resources allow, but make sure they are where your audience 
hangs out. 

http://www.icrossing.com/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/lewisdvorkin/
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sources his material and, as he says, “The power of social media is the       
ability to crowd source to your market by having people share your 
content.”  In other words, make it easy for people to share.  It’s a self-fulfilling 
prophecy: The more shareable your content is, the more followers you will attract. 
 For Jeff it’s all about making it easy for his target audience. For him, these 
comprise mainly personal and company brands that want to use social media to 
market themselves, so Jeff gives them access to content in a variety of formats and 
through a variety of channels.  
 People consume content in different ways. For this reason Jeff believes 
you should be posting your content in as many places as possible that will touch 
and enrich as many networks as possible. For Jeff it has to be multimedia and 
multichannel. As he points out, younger generations would rather watch a 
two-minute YouTube video than read a block of text.

Liz : Jeff has been successful as an individual using social media to build his 
thought leadership, but did he share his views on how business can best use social 
media to distribute their thought leading content?

Craig : For Jeff the biggest challenge facing companies is the simple fact that 
most of senior management these days grew up in the era of mass media. This is 
their paradigm and that's where they're most comfortable.
 He recognizes that business is starting to realize the importance of social 
media and some are even embracing it and using it extremely effectively. As Jeff 
says:

“The reality is that people are saying things about your brand 
anyway, you just didn't hear about them before.”

 For Jeff, companies have the opportunity to create more positive buzz 
about their brand through social media.  Done well, the positives far outweigh the 
negatives. Brands are now defining themselves through their content and building 
an online asset that delivers on that all-important brand awareness. DuPont is a 
great example of this.  Last year they pulled all their advertising money out of their 
marketing budget and placed in into content creation.  We’re talking millions of 
dollars to create great content.  Now, not all of this will be thought leading content 
but it is certainly a big, bold move and goes to what Jeff is saying about brands 
defining themselves through their content.
 This is especially important for retailers. According to research by      
Fleishman-Hillard in 2012, 89 percent of the buying process starts with an online 
search. And content, search engines, and social media all work together to help 
grow brands online.  If done correctly, social media can be a very powerful way to 
drive brand awareness and define your position online as a thought leader or an 
expert in your industry. 

http://www.adweek.com/news/advertising-branding/dupont-eschews-ads-content-global-push-131971
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Liz : One of the ways Jeff seems to be leveraging social media is in using the 
feedback from his followers and audience to better tailor his content to meet their 
needs and questions, am I right?

Craig : Very much so. The beauty for him is being able to measure immediately 
the impact of a blog piece or a tweet.  He calls it “social proof,” seeing how many 
times a tweet is retweeted, how many times an update is shared on LinkedIn, or 
how many times it's been repinned on Pinterest. 
 This extends further into things like the number of public speaking 
requests he receives. The awards he gets from other popular blogs and websites 
such as Social Media Examiner, which is one of the top 10 social media sites in the 
world. Being listed in The Huffington Post and Forbes.com. Then, of course, 
there’s the traffic to his blog and other content.  
 The great thing is that all of these can be measured easily using free tools 
such as Google Analytics, Facebook Insights or paid measurement tools such as 
Ragan, Buzz Online and Radian6.
 Jeff calls it “getting a feel for the beat of the street.”  It gives him a 
very clear indication of the type of content he should be creating and it guides him 
in writing content that's relevant.

Liz : Well, let’s get down to the nitty gritty here. Because I’m assuming Jeff is 
just like the rest of us and needs to make a living! So being regarded globally as a 
thought leader is a nice position to be in, but how does he make any money off of 
it?
 
Craig : Well he has only just started exploring this and is in the middle of creating 
a series of online courses. He is also paid to speak around the world. And he and I 
are talking about combining our skills to help companies with their strategy 
around the use of social media for their thought leadership and content. So these 
would be just some of the multiple income streams that Jeff is now starting to fast 
track. 
 But there are many bloggers making a good living online through            
monetizing their content. 
 Jeff gave some good examples of this in a recent blog post when he 
referred to people like:
 Michael Stelzner from Social Media Examiner. 
 Guy Kawasaki.
 Tim Ferriss, the author of the New York Times best seller “The Four 

Hour Workweek” who uses his blog to market his books.  
 Darren Rowse of Problogger whose Digital Photography School has over 

a million subscribers and whose ebooks on blogging and photography are 
his main source of income.

http://www.socialmediaexaminer.com/tag/michael-stelzner/
http://www.guykawasaki.com/
http://www.fourhourworkweek.com/blog/
http://www.problogger.net/
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 Timothy Sykes whose blog is all about how to make money on the stock 
market. His main source of income is selling premium content which you 
access through paid site membership.

 And finally Brian Clarke with his Copyblogger site is another great           
example. 

Liz : Well, that’s good to hear because I know that as much as we would all like 
to write value-creating material and give stuff away for free, we keep bumping up 
against the realities of life.  
 Now I understand that Jeff is very excited about all the people he meets 
whom he first connected with online.  Not only does this seems to fly in the face of 
what most people assume—that social media takes away the need for one-on-one 
personal contact, but how do these connections help him grow his business? 

Craig : For Jeff it’s all about as he says, “turning weak ties into strong 
ties.” Which means, wherever possible, meeting your online connections in 
person.  
 Let me give you a personal example. Jeff and I were introduced online 
through a mutual contact, Craig Pearce. This turned into a meeting, then he 
agreed to this interview. We’ll soon be sharing the stage at an upcoming thought 
leadership panel and there’s some possible corporate work we’ll collaborate on 
down the track.
 His view is that, used properly, social media supercharges networks. This 
is an important point for any aspiring individual thought leader to consider.

Liz : So, as we’re coming to the end of this session, Craig. Could you sum up for 
us the personal characteristics and the mindset that are essential to anyone       
looking to establish their individual thought leadership? I mean, obviously they 
need to have something of value for their target audience, but what do you see as 
the essential skills and attributes of a thought leader like Jeff Bullas?

Craig : First, start with your passion.  Make sure that there is a demand for your 
point of view and that you can provide new insights that will be of value to that 
audience.  Understand your audience and engage with them so that you know 
their challenges and issues intimately and ask for and listen to feedback so that 
you can adjust your content if necessary. Be curious and read widely.  For Jeff this 
is often what gives him a new idea or an insight that enables him to write or debate 
something from a novel perspective.
 And finally, persevere. Be like Jeff and make the time. I know he has 
worked really hard for four years to produce relevant, new content for his              
audience.  But he’ll be the first to admit that not all of it is thought leading content.  
However, every now and then he delivers insights that no-one else has had about 

http://www.timothysykes.com/learn-how-to-make-30000-in-7-days/
http://www.copyblogger.com/
http://craigpearce.info/
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an aspect of social media, that sets him apart from the rest. This builds the           
perception in the market that Jeff is a global thought leader, or as he likes to say, 
an “expert” on social media.

Liz : Well that brings us to the end of our five case studies, Craig. It’s been 
quite the world tour, hasn’t it? From Australia to the UK, India to the United 
States!  But next we’re going to bring everything home for you, dear reader, by 
asking the questions and outlining the five steps that will set YOU on a successful 
path to designing and executing your own effective thought leadership campaign. 
Coming up next!
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Liz : We’ve come a long way together, haven’t we?
 We began this series reviewing some of the “must-have” characteristics 
of successful thought leaders, as well as some of the pitfalls that can arise when 
certain issues are not thought through up front.
 Then we traveled from the UK to the United States, from there to           
Australia, then India, and back to Australia to gather insights from our five 
thought leading case study contributors on how they have established trust and 
reputations as forward-thinkers in their space.
 Now what’s left?

Craig : We’re now bringing everything back to YOU! We hope that each of the 
five case studies has helped lead your thoughts about thought leadership in a fresh 
direction and given you new perspectives.
 Knowing what to do doesn’t always translate into knowing how to do it. 
That’s where having a process or model fits in. So we want to spend the final part 
of this series walking you through two additional gifts. 
 First, we’ll take you through our proven five-stage approach to                 
successfully designing and executing your thought leadership point of view,    
drawing from the case studies we’ve just shared with you to illustrate each of the 
steps.
 Next, we’ll share with you the questioning process that we take you 
through once you decide to work with us. We do this before establishing what 
space you will own and how you will leverage thought leadership to grow your 
business.
 We’ll conclude this session by inviting you to use this series as what Dale 
Bryce of SKM would call “a social lubricant for engagement.” In other 
words, to connect with us to see how we can help transform your business or 
organization through an unassailable thought leadership position. 
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 Let’s start with the five-stage model:

Liz : First, Understand the Challenge. We addressed this initial step in the 
thought leadership process when we outlined, in the second session, the                 
importance of knowing who it is your thought leadership is meant to serve and 
influence. In plain language: Who is your target audience? 
 Are you as clear on that as David Deal of iCrossing, who constantly 
reminds his employees when he is coaching them to become individual thought 
leaders? As David told us, “iCrossing writes up our ideas to help              
marketers become better marketers.” Beyond that, he knows that they are 
in the business of influencing qualified decision makers—which, for iCrossing, 
means senior marketers or Chief Marketing Officers at Fortune 500 companies.  
 Once you know your audience, you can then better identify their pain 
points—what keeps them awake at night. Or, in the case of Egremont, what will 
keep that audience awake at night if they don’t address this issue now.
 Part of understanding the challenge also involves researching who is 
saying what in the space you want to own. That’s a service that Leading Thought 
offers our clients. We produce a customized Competitive Analysis report that 
clearly identifies your unique thought leading direction and point of view. 
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Craig : The second stage in our model is: Develop Your Thought                 
Leadership Strategy. Bear in mind that although only a few of our case study 
exemplars consciously set out to become thought leaders, all of them made sure to 
tie their efforts to the long-term vision of their organizations. 
 Remember SICSR’s strategic focus on “being the best in academics 
and delivering excellence through technology” and their desire to deliver 
a “wow” experience for their students? And Egremont’s desire to move into the 
organization design space and how that informed their Head Office of the Future 
initiative?
 Aligning your overall business vision and thought leadership objectives at 
the outset makes it much easier to set Key Performance Indicators or KPIs around 
which your team can align their actions. And although Measure, Evaluate and 
Recalibrate is the fifth step in our model we want to emphasize that it should not 
be undertaken last. But we’ll get to that in a moment.

Liz : The third step in the successful execution of a thought leadership point of 
view is: Create and Leverage Your Story.
 Remember how David Deal of iCrossing talked about “thinking less 
like a marketer and more like a publisher?” That’s what we mean here. 
What storytelling skills might you draw on within your organization to shift away 
from the brain-numbing, eye-glazing facts and statistics that many organizations 
seem to think impresses and compels their target audience? 

 Here’s something to ponder. In my strategic communications storytelling 
course I love quoting this from a Harvard Business Review article entitled:         
Storytelling That Moves People:

“If you can harness imagination and the principles of a well-told 
story, then you get people rising to their feet amid thunderous 

applause instead of yawning and ignoring us.”

 Even if you operate in a highly technical arena like SKM, there is no 
excuse for not making your thought leading insights as exciting and compelling as 
a thriller or a great action movie. 
 Consider the way Jeff Bullas begins this blog post, titled: 57 Facts and 
Figures on the Money and Power in YouTube Viral Videos:

“Viral. It used to mean catching a bad disease that brought sickness 
or death. Now it means “fame and fortune” via a social media     

channel called YouTube. How things have changed.”

http://www.globalskm.com/Insights/Achieve-Articles/Items/2012/Towards-a-new-role-for-safety.aspx
http://www.jeffbullas.com/2013/06/07/57-facts-and-figures-on-the-money-and-power-in-youtube-viral-videos-infographic/
http://www.utexas.edu/ce/pdc/certificate/strategic-communication/
http://www.utexas.edu/ce/pdc/certificate/strategic-communication/
http://www.jeffbullas.com/2013/06/07/57-facts-and-figures-on-the-money-and-power-in-youtube-viral-videos-infographic/
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 Draws you in, right?
 So does this article from the SKM site on the—well, frankly, not so           
fascinating topic of “safety”:

“Safety is boring. And it does my head in!” From the very start I 
could tell that my meeting with a top level manager of an Australian 

hospital was going to be interesting.”

 If you’ve never really thought how you might frame your research or 
thought leading point of view as a compelling story, not just lists of facts and 
figures, then you might check out Brian Clark’s Copyblogger site which is full of 
great advice on how to tell better stories. Or you might engage us to help you with 
this. Storytelling is part of our expertise at Leading Thought and we have a 
number of proven trainings that we could customize for you and your                         
organization.

Craig : Speaking of different ways to Communicate Your Unique Point of 
View, that’s the fourth step in our process. 
 This speaks to the advice Jeff Bullas gave about knowing where your 
target audience resides then meeting them there, whether that be on your blog, on 
Twitter or Facebook, uploading valuable content on LinkedIn, or getting creative 
with Pinterest and Instagram.
 Remember how Egremont teamed up with the UK’s leading magazine 
targeted to their audience of Human Resources professionals? And how their 
thought leadership was communicated through a survey, a breakfast briefing 
panel, Natalie Gordon’s story-focused report, the handouts they distribute at     
conferences and other events, and the articles written about them in HR             
Magazine? The key is in knowing how and where to appropriately communicate 
your thought leading insights and making sure that it remains client-centric. 
 Between us at Leading Thought, we have 50 years’ experience in     
communications that get results. 

Liz : Which brings us to the fifth step in this process. But, by no means should 
it be treated last or “least.”
 It’s Measure, Evaluate, Recalibrate.
 You’re looking for a return on your considerable investment, right? Then 
this aspect of the thought leadership journey, which is often overlooked or left 
until the results of a campaign are known, is vitally important. 
 It’s one thing to have hundreds of thousands of Twitter followers like Jeff 
Bullas. But do you know what that means to your growth and bottom line? Have 
you analyzed those messages for sentiment and influence, rather than just relying 

http://www.globalskm.com/Insights/Achieve-Articles/Items/2012/Towards-a-new-role-for-safety.aspx
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on numbers? Because if 50,000 Facebook “fans” are saying negative things 
about your products or services then it’s not the number of shares or likes about 
which you should be concerned!
 In addition to storytelling that I mentioned earlier, I teach a Measuring 
the Effectiveness of Strategic Communications course at The University of Texas 
at Austin’s Professional Development Center. As I point out at the top of that 
course, quoting international performance improvement consultant, H. James 
Harrington:

“Measurement is the first step that leads to control and eventually 
to improvement. If you can’t measure something you can’t                

understand it. If you can’t understand it, you can’t control it. If you 
can’t control it, you can’t improve it.”

 We would suggest that a reason some of the world’s top thought             
leadership campaigns are so successful–like Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty, 
IBM’s Smarter Planet, and Booz & Company’s Global Innovation 1000–is not just 
because they thought long term. It’s because they collected the metrics that 
allowed them to see what was working, what wasn’t, and they recalibrated their 
efforts accordingly.

Craig : Now to the sixty four thousand dollar questions, which you’ll be pleased 
to hear will not cost you anything like $64,000–in whatever currency you deal in.
 If you have seen or own a copy of our award-winning book, #Thought 
Leadership Tweet, you’ll know that it contains 140 of the most important          
questions you should be asking yourself before designing and executing any 
thought leading efforts for your business or organization. 
 We mentioned in an earlier session this quote by Voltaire: “Judge a 
man by his questions, rather than his answers.” Well, we’d like you to 
judge Leading Thought by the quality of the questions we pose when we begin 
working together. Our view is that if you don’t ask the right questions, it doesn’t 
matter what you tell us—it’s not going to help you achieve what you really want. 
 On that note we’d like to leave you with the seven questions that form the 
initial consulting session we would have with you before deciding whether to 
move forward together. If you can answer them all yourself that’s great—it makes 
the next conversation even more powerful and implementable. Alternatively these 
questions may help you to disqualify yourself from working with us. 
 If you’re not able to answer any or all of these questions right now, call us 
in so we can discuss them together. After all, your reputation and your ability to 
grow—both in terms of scaling up and recognizing new, valuable opportunities for 
your business going forward—depends on your ability to truly differentiate      
yourself from your competitors. 

http://www.egremontgroup.com/
http://www.icrossing.com/
http://www.globalskm.com/
http://sicsr.ac.in/
http://www.jeffbullas.com/
http://www.utexas.edu/ce/pdc/certificate/strategic-communication/
http://www.booz.com/global/home/what-we-think/global-innovation-1000
http://www.amazon.com/THOUGHT-LEADERSHIP-tweet-Book01-Leadership/dp/1616990929/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1373207483&sr=8-1&keywords=%23Thought+Leadership+Tweet
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Liz : So here are our questions:
 1. When people want to do business in your market, why do they decide to 

choose you?
 2. Do they see you as the thought leader in the space, or just “a choice”?
 3. What currently differentiates and distinguishes you from your                

competition?
 4. What are you doing to establish yourself as a thought leader in the field?
 5. What difference would it make to your business or organization if you 

were seen as the thought leader in your market or industry?
 6. What senior level support do you have (or could gain) for an aggressive 

program that would enhance your value as a thought leader in the minds 
of your customers/clients?

 7. Why would you NOT call in Leading Thought to help you become the 
unassailable thought leader in your space? 

 We’ll leave you to ponder those questions. 
 All that now remains for us to do is to say thank you for giving us the 
opportunity to share these insights with you.  We hope they have helped to          
provoke some new thinking and will help guide you to becoming the pre-eminent 
thought leader in your space. 
 We would also like to thank our thought leaders for their contributions to 
this series:
 Natalie Gordon and Sue Grist of Egremont Group.
 David Deal of iCrossing.
 Dale Bryce of Sinclair Knight Merz.
 Lalit Kathpalia of SICSR.
 And Jeff Bullas.

 We’re exremely grateful to each for their time and generosity of spirit. 

 Also a big thank you to Sara Robberson of Story & Design in Austin, 
Texas, for designing the wonderful infographics found in our ebook. To Shariar 
Ahmed in Bangladesh for designing the accompanying ebook.  And to our good 
friend Wayne Kelly of On Air Publicity in Canada for producing what we hope will 
be the first in an ongoing series of case studies from around the globe. 

http://storyanddesign.com/
http://www.onairpublicity.com/
http://www.egremontgroup.com/
http://www.icrossing.com/
http://www.globalskm.com/
http://sicsr.ac.in/
http://www.jeffbullas.com/
http://storyanddesign.com/
http://www.mad.com.bd/
http://www.onairpublicity.com/
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LIZ ALEXANDER, Ph.D.

 Her broad range of international experience and expertise makes Dr. Liz 
Alexander highly valuable to her clients. From her early days as a television 
reporter for the BBC in London and regular contributor to British Airways’ 
in-flight magazine, Business Life, to consulting and teaching in the United States, 
UK, India and Europe, the thread that links all these skill sets is                              
“communication.” 
 Dr. Liz is the author/co-author of 13 nonfiction books that, collectively 
have sold over half a million copies worldwide. They include #Thought          
Leadership Tweet: 140 Prompts for Designing and Executing an 
Effective Thought Leadership Campaign which won a Merit Award in the 
Public Relations and Public Affairs category of leading marketing                            
communications firm WPP’s prestigious Atticus Awards. She is a co-founder (with 
Craig Badings) of Leading Thought, a global consulting firm offering pragmatic 
solutions to clients desiring to position themselves as the unassailable thought 
leader in their market or industry. Liz developed and facilitates the Strategic   
Communication Certificate Program for The University of Texas at Austin’s       
Professional Development Center. She has a Ph.D. and Master’s degree in             
Educational Psychology from The University of Texas at Austin, and a B.Sc. in 
Psychology from The Open University in the U.K. 
 Liz is based in Austin, Texas and can be reached at                                              
drliz@leadingthought.us.com.

http://www.amazon.com/THOUGHT-LEADERSHIP-tweet-Book01-Leadership/dp/1616990929/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1371946044&sr=1-1&keywords=Thought+Leadership+Tweet
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CRAIG BADINGS

 Craig Badings is passionate about thought leadership, having witnessed 
first-hand the power this strategy can deliver to brands and individuals. He has 
spent 25 years consulting with global and local brands about their communication 

 Over the past six years, Craig has conducted intense research on thought 
leadership and has written extensively on the topic. His book, Brand Stand: Seven 
Steps to Thought Leadership, is the first to outline a methodology on how to arrive 
at a thought leadership position.
 He has a BA HDE from the University of Cape Town. Visit his thought 
leadership blog at www.thoughtleadershipstrategy.net and e-mail him at 
craig@leadingthought.us.com.

WWW.LEADINGTHOUGHT.US.COM

and thought leadership strategies. Today, he speaks and consults on how         
companies and individuals can employ thought leadership to truly differentiate 
their brand in the eyes of their target audience.

http://www.amazon.com/BRAND-STAND-SEVEN-THOUGHT-LEADERSHIP/dp/1921578505/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1373207804&sr=1-1&keywords=Brand+Stand
mailto:craig@leadingthought.us.com
http://www.leadingthought.us.com/
http://www.amazon.com/BRAND-STAND-SEVEN-THOUGHT-LEADERSHIP/dp/1921578505/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1373207804&sr=1-1&keywords=Brand+Stand

	LeadingThought- Full e-book_high_res
	03
	04
	05
	06
	07
	09
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19
	20
	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26
	27
	28
	29
	30
	31
	32
	33
	34
	35
	36
	37
	38
	39
	40
	41
	42
	43
	44
	45
	46
	47
	48
	49
	50
	51
	52
	54
	55
	56
	57
	58
	59
	60
	61
	62
	63
	64
	65
	67
	68
	69
	71




