
POSITION STATEMENT
Being a Thought Leader: First Topics



Being a Thought Leader: First Topics

The more prospects learn about you on their own, already aware of your expertise and primed to hire 
your firm, the less time and money you need to spend on selling your services. The easiest way to 
achieve that is to be viewed as a thought leader among those prospects you serve in the marketing field, 
which begs the question about your positioning. For example, only about a dozen people can really be 
experts in “branding,” so you’re going to need to be a lot more niched than that. Once you are, you’ll 
know what to say, who to say it to, and how to find that group of people who will gladly give you their 
money.

So one method of being a thought leader would be to make fifty cold calls every week and say: “Hey, 
I’m a thought leader.” The only problem is that no expert “pushes” like that. Instead, they use “pull” 
methods that don’t depend on activity as much as placement, and that’s where writing and speaking 
come into play as ideal tools to establish your thought leadership and surface opportunities to impact 
prospects.

Interestingly enough, the audience that most excites you is a good indicator of your approach to busi-
ness. Most anyone serious about their business would relish an opportunity to write or speak to pros-
pects as a thought leader, but most design, advertising, and public relations leaders are more titillated 
with an invitation to address their peers, not their prospects. That’s telling, and it belies the routine 
dismissals that peer acceptance is not that important to us.

All this sounds good, you say, but two objections immediately surface in your mind. The objection you 
might make is that you’d be nervous saying it. This would apply more to speaking than writing, obvi-
ously, but there’s a key here that’s a lot more important than your delivery, and it’s this: having some-
thing to say is the most important solution to lack of confidence. Conversely, a prospect’s engagement 
with your thought leadership is directly related to the level of confident contribution you are making, 
and you’ll reel them in easily, even if you are not used to having a “stage,” so to speak.

So, you’re somewhere on the continuum between order taker and thought leader. If you are nearer to 
order taker, think about positioning your firm differently or being more observant about the the pat-
terns in the work you are already doing. If you are nearer the thought leader end of the spectrum, start 
addressing the prospects in your industry and they’ll listen.

A Good Place to Start

Speaking about paying more attention to the work you are already doing, let’s move from the issue of 
your confidence to the issue of the content itself. Many firms are willing to do more with thought lead-
ership but just don’t know exactly what to write or speak about first, so here are some specific sugges-
tions. Keep in mind that the actual content must flow from your positioning, because expertise hinges 
on the repeated application of your skills in similar situations.

 • The most common marketing mistakes you see in your specialization. This would be the easi-
est place to start, but make sure you concentrate on strategic mistakes and not how you wish 
clients would work differently with you.
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 • A critique of the marketing message and methodology employed by a non-client in your spe-
cialization. You don’t need permission to do this, and it will certainly get attention.

 • An historical look at marketing in your specialization, assuming it’s a category that’s been 
around a long time. The information can come from old newspapers, back issues of Life, etc. It 
can be fun and interesting.

 • Interview a high-level executive within your client company, particularly about challenges, suc-
cesses, and unique approaches.

 • Interview a high-level executive at a prospect company, exploring the same issues.

 • Interview a researcher or academic that regularly does work within your specialization.

 • Conduct “on the street” interviews with either customers of your clients or managers in the 
channel, compiling an interesting list of their likes and dislikes.

 • Predict the future of marketing (vehicles and messages, in particular) in your specialization, 
giving people something to think about and perhaps respond to.

 • Patterns that you’ve noticed in your repeated application of marketing knowledge to similar cli-
ents. For example, when X is true, Y is almost always true. So since Y is easier to spot, it might 
be a good indication that X is true in this case, which might suggest Z as a fitting solution.

Let’s go back to the beginning for a second, where we talked about the difference between “pushing” 
yourself on prospects, hoping to find an interested one, and “pulling” them to you with writing/speak-
ing at the other end of the spectrum. Just one or two great “pulling” opportunities every year can be 
more effective than hundreds of phone calls and thousands of dollars of direct mail or advertising. So 
keep asking yourself whether any given marketing activity is positioning you appropriately as a thought 
leader, and begin investing your limited time and money in the right places. And be sure to publicize 
everything on your own website to take full advantage of every opportunity that comes your way.

A Final Test

How will you know if you’ve got it right, and the content is scratching where it itches? First, you’ll find 
that people you’ve never heard of sign up to receive your content emails, hear you speak, or whatever. 
Second, your point of view will polarize your audience. You will be clear about what you think and you 
will take a stand, and your audience will be forced to agree or disagree. There will be very little middle 
ground.

©2009. All rights reserved. ReCourses, Inc. www.recourses.com


