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Executive Summary

Many senior  execut ives  have brought  thought  leadership into their  
organizat ion to address  the changing behaviors  of  prospects ,  customers  
and c l ients ,  and investors .  In  some cases ,  thought  leadership is  now the 
foundat ion of  an organizat ion ’s  whole  go- to-market  strategy.  Yet ,  in  other 
organizat ions,  i t ’s  a  new “high potent ia l ”  bus iness  funct ion that  st i l l  needs 
to prove that  i t  can just i fy  the investment  needed to do i t  wel l .
Quite  s imply ,  i t ’s  t ime for  thought  leadership as  a bus iness  funct ion to 
grow up.  Any organizat ion that  implements  thought  leadership ad hoc—
without  a c lear  strategy— is  dest ined to struggle  and possibly  fa i l  
spectacular ly  in  i ts  at tempts.  

• Your exec sponsor ’s  intent ions may be good;

• The team may be busy developing br i l l iant  ins ights ;

• The ins ights  may be breathtakingly  useful ;

• The assets  you create may be gorgeous;  and yet ,

• Results  remain e lus ive:  both hard to measure and explain.

“The o ld ways  of  sel l ing aren ’ t  work ing anymore.  Buyers  are increas ingly  
educated before they ever  speak with  a  salesperson.  They ’ l l  walk  into  a  
conversat ion 95% sure of  what they want to  buy.  And they ’ l l  only  have a 
few laser - focused remaining quest ions .  I f  we ’re not  part  of  the upstream 
conversat ion,  we won’ t  get  inv i ted to  submit  a  proposal  or  have a 
chance to  make a sale . ”

—  S y n t h e s i ze d  f rom  m u l t i p l e  h e ad s  o f  re ve n u e  t a l k i n g  ab ou t  t h ou gh t  l e ad e rs h i p  
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This  pattern is  unfortunately ,  a l l  too common.  Thought  leadership can 
easi ly  fa l l  into the “Trough of  Dis i l lus ionment”  in  the Gartner Hype Cyc le  
by overpromis ing outcomes and speed to impact .  

I t  isn ’ t  a  magic  wand that  f i l ls  a  sales  p ipel ine in  30 days .  Or ig inal  ins ights  
can ’t  be phoned - in  by ask ing an intern to “play  around with ChatGPT” for  
an afternoon.  And thought  leadership certainly  won’t  g ive  you br ighter ,  
whiter  teeth.  

So,  how do organizat ions create a strategy for  thought  leadership?  
And more important ly ,  what  are  the common pit fa l ls  that  must  be avoided? 

Organizat ional  thought  leadership requires  you to create a br idge 
between your organizat ion ’s  goals  and your target  audience ’s— through 
your ins ights .

This  document  introduces the Organizat ional  Thought  Leadership Canvas—
a document  des igned to create buy- in and momentum for  thought  
leadership within the organizat ion.  And once those things  are achieved, 
i t ’s  poss ib le  to produce effort  that  y ie lds  impact— for  your organizat ion,  
your target  audience,  and your thought  leadership pract i t ioners .  

V I S I B I L I TY

P e a k  o f  I n f l a t e d  E x p e c t a t i o n s

P l a t e a u  o f  P r o d u c t i v i t y

S l o p e  o f  E n l i g h t e n m e n t

T r o u g h  o f  D i s i l l u s i o n m e n t

T e c h n o l o g y  T r i g g e r TI M E

G a r t n e r  h y p e  c y c l e  -  W i k i p e d i aS o u r c e :  
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About This Project
Over the past  four years ,  we —Bi l l  Sherman and Peter  Winick  of  Thought  
Leadership Leverage —have spoken with over 250 heads of  thought  
leadership within organizat ions.  These f i rms have ranged from Fortune 50 
to SMBs and VC funded startups to non -prof i ts .  Many of  our conversat ions 
are documented and publ ic ly  avai lable  in  the Leveraging Thought Leadership  
podcast ,  or  avai lable  in  many of  our LinkedIn posts  and videos.  This  
whitepaper synthesizes  that  informat ion.
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OrgTL Strategy Health Checkl ist
Let ’s  start  with a s imple checkl ist  to see how effect ive ly  your organizat ion 
uses thought  leadership.  

✓ Baseline Criteria Sample Warning Signals ✓

Can you easily link your org’s thought leadership 
goals with key business objectives?

“My exec sponsor can’t explain to the board how 
thought leadership fits into the core strategy.”

Do you know your target audiences clearly?
“Our ideas can apply to anyone.” 
”We don’t know who’s using our ideas.”

Have you fully recruited internal resources 
and expertise?

“We have experts who can’t get time to write 
or speak. It’s not in their annual plan and comp.”
“Marketing doesn’t understand how to deploy 
thought leadership.”

Have you solved the “last mile” problem within 
your sales organization?

“Our sales team doesn’t share our thought leadership 
with our clients and customers. They’re focused on 
selling today’s solutions.”

Do you measure results instead of activity?
“This year, we ran our annual conference, monthly 
webinars, and produced a journal.”

Your audience is tuned in to you, even though 
it’s an increasingly noisy world.

“We put ideas out there, but we don’t know who 
is engaging with them.” “We need more content!”

Your org uses thought leadership to create 
upstream influence – whether for buying 
decisions, policy, or behaviors.

“Thought leadership is just another term for 
content marketing. It’s all about product.”

You actively build internal thought leaders who have 
a brand and reputation with your target audience(s).

“We only put out unsigned whitepapers.” 
“We don’t associate ideas with individuals—
what if they leave our organization”

You narrowcast to your target audience. 
You sacrifice big numbers for relevance.

“We want to reach as many people as possible.”
“How many downloads did we get?”

The budget treats thought leadership 
as a business function and not a fad.

“We’ve got funding for this year.”
“I’m a team of one, to begin with.”

Executive sponsor has gravitas—a reputation
 for being forward-looking and getting things done.

“Our sponsor is close to retirement.”
“We’re still finding our place in the org.”

Head of thought leadership has a strong network 
within and beyond the organization.

“I’m still trying to find my way around here.”
“I don’t have many strong connections.”

Thought leadership campaigns are thoughtful 
experiments. Success is measured and rewarded 
with more effort.

“We just try things—especially when a leader 
has a new idea for a campaign.” “We have a lot 
of “legacy” thought leadership projects.”

S c o r i n g

+ G i v e  y o u r s e l f  a  p o i n t  f o r  
e a c h  i t e m  i n  t h e  b a s e l i n e  
c r i t e r i a  y o u  c a n  s a y  y e s  t o .

- S u b t r a c t  a  p o i n t  f o r  
e a c h  w a r n i n g  s i g n a l  y o u  
s a y  “ y e s ”  t o .
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The Three-Legged Stool  
of  Thought Leadership

Many individuals  and organizat ions stumble into thought  leadership.  
Often,  i t ’s  not  a planned effort .  Maybe an employee is  asked to speak at  a 
conference or  write  an art ic le ;  they decide to post  on LinkedIn or  create a 
video;  or  they become a podcast  guest  (or  host ) .  And things snowbal l  f rom 
there -  suddenly ,  they ’re  creat ing more and more thought  leadership —
either on their  own, or  on behalf  of  the organizat ion.

These individuals  may be given t ime at  work to create thought  leadership,  
or  they may be creat ing thought  leadership in  their  off  t ime (evenings and 
weekends).  But  making thought  leadership a “sometimes thing”  isn ’ t  
enough to real ly  get  the engine going.
 
Individuals  and organizat ions must  be intent ional  about  the pract ice  of  
thought  leadership i f  they truly  want  to create impact .

Think about  these quest ions:

• What ’s  the “big idea”  we want  to implement?

• Who are we try ing to reach?

• What does success look l ike?

• How wi l l  we know i f  i t ’s  working?

• Do we have buy- in from key stakeholders  across the org?

• Do we have the budget  to do this  wel l?

I t ’s  easy to assume the answers to these quest ions and just  run forward,  
developing ideas and creat ing thought  leadership assets .  But  at  some 
point ,  a  leader in  the organizat ion (perhaps a CFO or CMO) wi l l  need 
concrete strategy.  After  putt ing out  an annual  research survey and 
whitepaper for  several  years ,  the CFO or CMO may say,  “Hang on,  we 
keep spending money on this  project .  Are we gett ing value from i t?  And 
can you prove i t?”
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At  TLL,  we often use the metaphor of  a  three- legged stool ,  emphasiz ing 
that  i t ’s  essent ia l  to  keep al l  three “ legs”  balanced.  I f  you over- index on 
any one of  them—your organizat ion,  your TL pract i t ioners ,  or  your target  
audience,  then the thought  leadership project  wi l l  quick ly  become unstable  
and l ike ly  unsustainable .

At  i ts  heart ,  an effect ive  thought  leadership strategy begins  with a l ignment  
around three key  stakeholders :

• S e e s  R O I  o n  i n v e s t m e n t

• M o v e s  t o w a r d  g o a l s

• T a k e s  i n t e r e s t  
i n  t h e  t o p i c

• P e r c e i v e s  
i n t e r n a l / e x t e r n a l  
r e c o g n i t i o n

• S e e s  c a r e e r  
p r o g r e s s i o n

• R e c e i v e s  i n s i g h t s  t h a t  
a l i g n  w i t h  t h e i r  n e e d s

• D e e p e n s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
w i t h  O r g  a n d  P r a c t i t i o n e r  
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Your 
Organization

Your TL 
Practitioner

Your Target 
Audience

• I f  the organizat ion ’s  needs are underserved,  then resources —budget  
and personnel—wil l  become scarce.

• I f  the TL pract i t ioner ’s  needs are underserved,  they won’t  be 
motivated to do the work.

• I f  the Target  Audience doesn’t  not ice the ins ights  or  doesn’t  see 
value,  then they won’t  be able  to put  them to use.



The goal  for  any organizat ion ’s  thought  leadership funct ion must  be tr i-
fo ld  impact .  You have to ask ,  “What ’s  the benef i t  of  thought  leadership:

• For my organizat ion?

• For our thought  leadership pract i t ioners?

• For our target  audiences?

I f  th is  sounds l ike  leading with generos ity  and act ing with win-win-win 
mindset ,  then you’re  th ink ing the r ight  way!

Equi l ibr ium is  the goal ,  but  i t ’s  often l ike  try ing to r ide a unicyc le  or  
balance on top of  a  P i lates  bal l .  You ’ l l  constant ly  be making smal l  
correct ions.  You can ’t  s imply  set  autopi lot  and assume that  last  quarter ’s  
approach wi l l  remain re levant .  That ’s  why i t ’s  essent ia l  to  have someone 
responsible ,  fu l l - t ime, for  overseeing the thought  leadership funct ion.  They 
don’t  need to be the “ ideas”  person.  Their  focus is  to  make sure that  the 
funct ion operates  smoothly  and remains  balanced.

There ’s  a  deep funct ional  d i f ference between say ing “ let ’s  create  a 
podcast”  and “ let ’s  create  a thought  leadership engine for  our 
organizat ion.”  The second quest ion requires  a much more strategic  focus:

Organization TL Practitioner Target Audience

What insights 
do we have?

What resources 
will we allocate?

Who will create, 
curate, and deploy?

How will we 
identify success?

Who can speak 
on this topic?

Are they willing to 
talk about it day after day?

Do we have a talent 
pipeline? (What if the 
person goes on leave, 

retires, or quits?)

Why does this topic 
matter to them?

Are we getting these ideas 
to the right people? Or are 

we just hoping they’ll see it?

How are our insights 
different from what 
others are saying?

So, let ’s  d ive  more deeply  into what  i t  takes  to bui ld  a thought  
leadership strategy.
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The OrgTL Canvas
The OrgTL Canvas was created by our team at  Thought  Leadership 
Leverage whi le  working with heads of  thought  leadership within 
organizat ions.  I f  you want  your ideas to spread beyond the wal ls  of  your 
organizat ion and create impact ,  then you need to bui ld  a br idge to del iver  
them to speci f ic  target  audiences.  The OrgTL Canvas bridges that  gap.
I t  can be used as  a framework to:

• Establ ish and manage a sustainable thought  leadership funct ion;

• Guide discuss ion about  goals ,  resources,  and effort ;

• Set  boundaries  for  where the organizat ion wi l l  and wil l  not 
devote effort ;

• Create buy- in and consensus among key internal  stakeholders ;  or

• Report  to senior  leadership
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This  framework is  d ivided into three key sect ions:

• The Organizat ion

• The Targeted Audience

• The Bridge

The i tems in the “Your  Organizat ion”  column are most  famil iar  and most  
access ible  to you.

The i tems in the “Targeted Audience”  column are furthest  from you 
and your organizat ion.  That ’s  where you need to l is ten and learn.

I tems in the center  are on “The Br idge. ”  These i tems share your ins ights  
and understanding with your targeted audiences.  

Remember that  your internal  ta lent  may understand a topic  at  a  world -
c lass  level ,  with al l  sorts  of  r ich complexity  and nuance.  They ’re  expert ,  
and they have the luxury of  thinking deeply  about  these topics .  However,  
your target  audience may not  be ready for  a graduate student  lecture on 
your ins ights .  They may only  have 5 minutes and want  a quick  “ ins ight  
snack.”
 
Typical ly ,  when we use the OrgTL Canvas,  we start  with the sect ion 
focused on “Your Organizat ion.”  Then, we work through the other s ide,  the 
“Targeted Audience”  columns.  F inal ly ,  once both supports  have been 
created,  we bui ld  “The Br idge.”  That ’s  how we recommend using this  tool ,  
and i t ’s  how we’ l l  explain i t  here.

Closest to You Furthest from YouMeeting Point
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Your Organization
There are s ix factors  underneath “Your Organizat ion”  on the canvas.  In  
s imple terms, the f i rst  column is  about  your goals ;  the second column is  
about  the resources avai lable  within your organizat ion.  
Based on what  we have seen and observed, organizat ions make several  
strategic  missteps in  this  area.

In re lat ion to outcomes and business dr ivers ,  the trend is  for  organizat ions 
to try  to do too many things through thought  leadership.  “We’ l l  bui ld  our 
brand, we ’ l l  generate new leads,  we ’ l l  improve our talent  recruit ing,  AND 
we’ l l  get  greater  wal let -share from current  c l ients . ”  Al l  those goals  are 
possible  through thought  leadership,  but  they require di f ferent  campaigns 
in  order to  reach their  d i f ferent  audiences.  I t ’s  best  to narrow the focus 
of outcomes.

When we look at  an organizat ion ’s  capacity  to execute these thought  
leadership strategies ,  many underleverage the resources they have 
avai lable  to them. We’ve seen smal l  organizat ions (of  10 -20 people)  
outexecute large organizat ions because they have better  leveraged 
their  resources and created sustainable  processes.
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Desired Outcome
This  category  of  the canvas focuses on the business  
outcomes achieved through thought  leadership.  We’ve 
l is ted a few samples  above,  but  the l is t  of  metr ics  you 
can impact  is  re lat ive ly  broad, and inc ludes:

• Market ing (brand recognit ion,  % of  total  
addressable  market  reached, customer 
acquis i t ion cost )

• Sales  (# inbound leads,  #  of  qual i f ied leads,  
days in  sales  cyc le ,  object ions overcome, 
repeat  business)

• Talent  (key talent  attract ion,  key talent  
retent ion,  ta lent  ready for  promotion)

Yes ,  thought  leadership can have the ut i l i ty  of  a  Swiss  Army knife ,  but  
don’t  t ry  to take on the world with just  one strategy.  I t ’s  better  to p ick  
one Desired Outcome and execute i t  wel l  before you add a second.  
Don’t  t ry  to create impact  everywhere at  once.
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The head of  thought  leadership needs to be able  to make a strong,  c lear  
connect ion between ins ights  and impact—using the language of  bus iness  in  
order to dr ive the in i t iat ive  forward.  Vague hand -waving and feel -good 
in i t iat ives  rare ly  get  sustained funding.  

Business Drivers
Your senior  leadership and board are pay ing 
attent ion to certain key  metr ics .  Be prepared 
to explain br ief ly—and concretely—how thought  
leadership al igns  with one (or  more)  of  these 
Business Drivers .

• A for-prof i t  organizat ion may be concerned 
with revenue, prof i tabi l i ty ,  cost  of  sale ,  or  
customer retent ion.

• A not- for-prof i t  organizat ion may be concerned 
with pol icy  in i t iat ives  and impact  at  the local ,  
regional ,  nat ional ,  or  g lobal  level .
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careful ly  crafted to capture the attent ion of  your target  audience.  A 
successful  Core Idea wil l  cause someone to say ,  “ I  haven ’ t  thought about 
i t  that  way before.  I ’m not  even sure I  agree with  you.  But ,  p lease,  te l l  me 
more.  I ’m cur ious  . ”  

Most  organizat ions need 3-5 evergreen Core Ideas to sustain a thought  
leadership funct ion.  By  evergreen, we mean that  the idea wi l l  remain true 
and re levant— for  a se lect  target  audience — for  at  least  the next  three 
years .  (Many of  the best  thought  leadership ins ights  remain evergreen 
much longer than that ! )

Organizat ions often think in  annual  cyc les ,  such as  year ly  “key  in i t iat ives”  
or themes.  What  we have observed is  that  a  year ly  t ime frame is  typical ly  
too short  when i t  comes to thought  leadership.  I t  takes  t ime to generate 
a good idea,  and i t  takes  more t ime than you’d expect  to get  that  ins ight  
establ ished in  the world on i ts  own.

Over the last  twenty  years ,  we ’ve  seen organizat ions stumble because they 
get  uncomfortable  repeat ing the Core Idea in  many formats  for  a long 
period of  t ime.  When we pract ice  thought  leadership,  i t ’s  easy

The Core Idea
An idea isn ’ t  a  book.  
I t  isn ’ t  a  whitepaper.  
And i t ’s  not  a  research study.  

I t ’s  an ins ight  that ’s  been dist i l led down into a s imple  
statement—often just  a sentence or  two.  But  i t ’s  been

to assume everyone is  famil iar  with our 
ins ights—because we have been thinking about  i t  
and talk ing about  i t  for  so long.  Somet imes a 
thought  leader can get  bored with the “101”  
introductory  vers ion of  their  best  ideas.  We want  
to ta lk  about  the detai l  and nuance.  But  your 
target  audiences wi l l  need the “101”  vers ion 
longer than you’d expect .  Some ins ights  take 
decades of  act ive  promot ion before they became 
part  of  the general  bus iness  lexicon.

14



Many people  get  confused and think that  a  thought  leadership Content 
Library  needs to be a catalog of  a l l  your produced assets —webinars ,  
podcasts ,  posts ,  whitepapers ,  speeches,  etc .  That ’s  sk ipping a cr i t ical  s tep.  
The Content Library is  the detai l  that  br ings  a Core Idea  to l i fe  
and helps  persuade others  to l is ten,  consider ,  and embrace i t .

• The Core Idea  is  the provocat ive ins ight  that  evokes cur ios ity .

• The Content Library contains support ing arguments ,  data,  
and examples.

• The Offerings  are  the modal i t ies —art ic les ,  b logs,  books,  
short - form videos,  podcasts .

We use the term Content Library because you never want  to use al l
these mater ia ls  when talk ing with any s ingle  audience.  Why? Because 
one-s ize-does-not- f i t -a l l .  I f  you are speaking with a roomful  of  CFOs 
at  a  conference,  you ’ l l  need di f ferent  stor ies  and examples  than i f  
one of  your salespeople  is  speaking to a mid- level  manager tasked 
with a buying decis ion or  i f  you ’re  del iver ing your Core Idea to a 
newly  minted front- l ine manager.  

You’ l l  note that  we talk  about  content  d i f ferent ly  here than someone in  
market ing might  ta lk  about  content .  A Content Library isn ’ t  a  l ibrary  of  
your thought  leadership assets  (webinars ,  speeches,  whitepapers ,  soc ia l  
media posts ,  etc . ) .  Instead,  i t ’s  an internal- fac ing col lect ion of  stor ies ,  
data,  and examples  that  can be put  into any of  those del ivery  formats .

Many organizat ions have weak processes ,  or  don’t  make an effort  to col lect  
the best  ways  of  explaining the ins ights  to target  audiences.  The head of  
thought  leadership should be curat ing the Content Library and ensuring 
that  key team members who need these tools  have them avai lable  to use.

The Content Library
The Content Library  supports  the Core Idea 
and expands on i t .  When someone says ,  “That ’s  
interest ing,  te l l  me more, ”  you dip into the Content 
Library  and choose stor ies ,  data,  examples,  case 
studies ,  3rd party  research,  etc .  that  real ly  br ing 
your Core Idea to l i fe .
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I f  you want  thought  leadership to reach scale ,  then you need to start  by  
ident i fy ing key  Talent,  those people who know the idea best .  They are 
the ones who have the expert  mental  f rameworks ,  and l ike ly  a  good 
percentage of  the undocumented Content Library materials .  They know 
their  mater ia l  deeply  and inst inct ive ly ,  and they can speak with authority  
in  many di f ferent  s i tuat ions.

Talent  is  essent ial  and must  be ident i f ied and developed.  But  what  
happens i f  one of  these key  individuals  ret ires ,  takes  a leave of  absence,  or  
jo ins  a d i f ferent  company? The answer can ’t  be that  you wi l l  never  develop 
thought  leadership pract i t ioners .  Your customers  and c l ients  are  act ive ly  
searching for  people with a mastery  of  complex ideas.  You need someone 
to gain their  t rust  and synthes ize  your ins ights  into approachable  Next 
Steps ,  so that  your audience can c l imb aboard.
 
Think of  your key  thought  leadership Talent  l ike  a pipel ine,  rather than l ike  
crown jewels .
 
Your Talent  can post  personal ly  on social  media (and leave ins ightful  
comments) .  They can present  in-person at  conferences.  And they can jo in 
key  sales  and c l ient  meet ings  for  deep discuss ions.

The Talent
Usual ly ,  there ’s  some people  in  your organizat ion 
who are most  c losely  associated with each Core Idea.  
I t  may be a s ingle  technical  expert  who has devoted 
their  career  to a topic  and has  bui l t  a  reputat ion for  
advancing the conversat ion in  their  f ie ld .  Or i t  may 
be a team that  has  worked together to nurture and 
develop a Core Idea.  

In  a world where generat ive AI  a l lows 
organizat ions to create vast  amounts  of  
text -based content  market ing assets ,  the 
authent ic ,  authoritat ive,  and personal  voice of  
a  thought  leadership pract i t ioner has 
increased value and re levance.
.
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That  requires  Teamwork.  

The person or  team that  develops the Core Idea wil l  need support  from 
other organizat ional  funct ions—such as  market ing and sales  teams —visual  
creat ives ,  soc ia l  media experts ,  f ront- l ine salespeople,  sales  engineers ,  
and evangel is ts  a l l  have a role  to p lay  when i t  comes to gett ing good 
ins ights  to an organizat ion ’s  target  audience.  

We have seen many organizat ions struggle  with this  facet  of  thought  
leadership.  In  some cases ,  the support ing teams don’t  understand what  
they ’re  being asked to achieve.  In  other cases ,  i t ’s  because the deployment  
of  thought  leadership is  an “add-on” to a team’s  burden, without  a 
lessening of  their  usual  responsibi l i t ies  and goals .
 
Sales  teams especial ly  s truggle  with this  chal lenge,  and i t  creates  a “ last  
mi le”  del ivery  problem. The organizat ion wants  the sales  team to share 
ins ights ,  but  the team is  laser- focused on c los ing today ’s  deal .  In  our 
experience,  i t  cannot  be just  one or  the other.  A sk i l l fu l  sales  team must  
be able  to share thought  leadership to support  today ’s  deals  as  wel l  as  
grow tomorrow’s  p ipel ine.
.

Teamwork
No thought  leadership pract i t ioner can create,  
curate ,  and deploy  thought  leadership on their  
own at  an enterpr ise  scale .  Even i f  they ’re  devoted 
to the task  fu l l  t ime and leverage their  evenings  and 
weekends.  So,  by  necess ity ,  i f  an organizat ion wants  
a  Core Idea  to  reach scale ,  then i t  needs to al locate 
addit ional  resources .  

17



Your Target Audience
The fourth and f i f th columns of  the OrgTL Canvas focus on the needs 
of  your target  audience(s ) .

In  the r ightmost  column, you ident i fy  “who” needs to hear your message.  
In  the adjacent  column, you ident i fy  their  needs,  concerns,  focus,  
and outcomes.

We’ve often said that  thought  leadership is  the art  and pract ice  of  
becoming deeply  i rre levant  to 99.9% of  the world ’s  populat ion.  Once 
you accept  that  most  people aren ’t  interested in your topic  or  re levant  to 
your organizat ion,  then i t  becomes much easier  to let  go.  Instead of  
saying,  “Our ins ight  could be for  anyone!”  you scale  down.  You f ind a 
comfortable  zone where you can speak direct ly  and candidly  to an eager 
audience without  having to water your concepts  down for  the masses.
The key quest ion to ask is  “What is  the total  addressable market  for  
your  thought leadership?”  

Marketers  refer  to this  as  TAM. And in most  cases for  B2B thought  
leadership,  the TAM for  decis ion makers  and inf luencers  is  shockingly  
smal l .  I t ’s  often possible  to generate a l is t  of  people who need your 
ins ights  by name and organizat ion.  Or,  i f  you don’t  know their  names,  you 
can create a c lear  descr ipt ion of  them by t i t le ,  role ,  and psychographics .

18
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But  i t ’s  not  suff ic ient  to make a l is t  of  Target Avatars.  You must  also 
look at  these potent ia l  Target Avatars in  l ight  of  the Desired Outcomes 
and Business Drivers .  

Target Avatars
Thought  leadership Target Avatars  are  bui l t  on the 
hard and soft  character ist ics  of  the audiences that  you 
are try ing to reach.  Often organizat ions reduce their  
thought  leadership Target Avatars to a l is t  of  buyers  
and prospects .  We bel ieve this  approach is  a  major  
overs impl i f icat ion.  When we prompt c l ients  to th ink 
expansive ly ,  they often produce more thoughtful  l is ts  
of  who they need to inf luence with their  ideas—key 
analysts ,  inf luencers  within the buyer ’s  organizat ion,  
regulators ,  pol icy  makers ,  etc .
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Allies and Ambassadors
I f  you want  to take thought  leadership to scale ,  
you’re  going to need help beyond the wal ls  of  your 
organizat ion.  We encourage the consc ious recruitment ,  
support ,  and nurtur ing of  non- internal  individuals  who 
wi l l  he lp spread your ideas—All ies and Ambassadors .  
Both groups are deeply  famil iar  with your ins ights .  
They ’ve  heard the message from you.  They ’ve  
embraced i t ,  and they want  to share i t .  They probably  
even want  you and your organizat ion to succeed.
 So, what ’s  the di f ference between an Ally  and 
an Ambassador? 

Al l ies  open doors  for  you 
through introduct ions to their  

network.  They make warm 
introduct ions both in the places 

they work and across through 
their  broader network.

Ambassadors  have a deeper 
understanding of  your ins ights .  

They are also comfortable  
speaking about  the ins ights  

themselves.  Ambassadors  are  
some of  your most  valuable  

fol lowers and advocates.

Good ideas may attract  an occasional  Ally  or  Ambassador  by  chance.  
We al l  know people who fal l  in  love with an idea and advocate i t .  
But  a thought  leadership funct ion needs to develop,  track,  and support  
these individuals ,  especial ly  i f  they are VIPs  or  key inf luencers .  
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Thought  leadership often asks  people to look ahead—whether for  a 
few months or  a  few years— into a future to see r isks  and opportunit ies .  
I t  asks  people  to l i f t  their  at tent ion from their  day-to-day pr ior i t ies  and 
view the road ahead.

I f  your thought  leadership addresses  their  Current Pain,  you’re  incredibly  
lucky .  More l ike ly ,  you ’re  present ing one good ins ight  in  a  world with 
lots  of  ideas.  To des ign a campaign that  captures  their  at tent ion,  you 
need to understand your audience ’s  Current Pain,  whether you can solve 
i t  or  not .

Current Pain
I f  you ’re  going to reach your Target Avatars ,  you need 
to know what  topics  they ’re  current ly  focused on.  I t  
doesn ’t  matter  i f  your ins ight  addresses  them or not .  
That  might  sound strange,  most  market ing and sales  
advisors  wi l l  te l l  you to focus on the current  needs and 
pain points  of  your prospect  or  buyer.
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This  ce l l  in  the OrgTL Canvas can be bui l t  through market ing inte l l igence,  
from salespeople  l is tening to their  c l ients ,  and by developing a deep 
knowledge of  the industry .

Future Challenges
What issues do your Target  Avatars need to start  
preparing for?  These Future Challenges should 
connect  to your thought  leadership ins ight .  But  there 
may be other issues on the hor izon that  your Target 
Avatar  wi l l  need to address.  In  a B2B environment ,  
Future Chal lenges may be 3-5 years  out .  But  as  we al l  
know, the pace of  bus iness  usual ly  means these issues 
come to the forefront  sooner than any of  us  would 
l ike .
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Next Steps can also be t ied to a standard sales  cal l  to act ion;  however,  th is  
needs to be handled especial ly  careful ly .  Thought  leadership should be 
presented as  a g i f t  with no str ings  attached.  Many organizat ions favor 
gated downloads where prospects  exchange their  emai l  address  for  “ free”  
informat ion.  They ’re  pay ing with their  ident i ty .

Next Steps
Once your organizat ion captures  the attent ion of  your 
Targeted Audience ,  then you need to be c lear  around 
what  you ’d l ike  them to do.  This  next  step must  be 
act ionable  and re lat ive ly  smal l .  In  many cases ,  thought  
leadership uses  a cal l  to  act ion that  focuses around 
educat ion.  “Learn more!”  I t ’s  des igned to reach a 
potent ia l  buyer ear ly  in  the buying cyc le .  However,  a  
cal l  to  act ion can also be an invitat ion to a deeper 
conversat ion.  
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Gain
We have seen many organizat ions gloss  over the Gain 
for  the Targeted Audience.  I f  your audience embraces 
your idea and puts  i t  to  use,  what ’s  the benef i t  for  
them? We bel ieve that  thought  leadership is  most  
ef fect ive  when i t  or ig inates  from a place of  purposeful ,  
targeted generos ity .  You need to be able  to c lear ly  
art iculate  to your Targeted Audience what  they wi l l  
gain from giving your idea considerat ion— let  a lone 
putt ing i t  to  use.  
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The Bridge
Now that  we ’ve talked about  both the organizat ion and the Target Avatars ,  
i t ’s  t ime to bui ld  a br idge between them. This  work is  accompl ished 
through three areas.  The Platform ,  the Campaign,  and Relationships.  We 
wil l  d iscuss each of  these i tems on the strategic  level .  I t ’s  important  to 
know where you’re  headed and dial  in  the concepts .  Then, you’re  able  to 
create and deploy thought  leadership Campaigns .
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Most  organizat ional  thought  leadership struggles  to reach scale  because 
i t  lacks  a c lear  Platform. I t ’s  just  another good idea among many.  And in 
that  case,  thought  leadership pract i t ioners  wi l l  see one of  two things,  the 
idea attaches i tse l f  to the strongest  nearby brand —either your 
organizat ion ’s  corporate brand or your personal  brand.  However,  th is  
attachment becomes a barr ier  to the idea reaching scale .

The Platform
Most  people  are  famil iar  with the concepts  of  
Corporate Brands and Personal  Brands.  However,  i f  
you pract ice  thought  leadership,  you need to create a 
brand for  your ideas.  We cal l  th is  a  Platform.

• How wel l  can your All ies and Ambassadors  
explain your ideas —when you’re  not  in  the room?

• How quick ly  do your Target Avatars see the 
re levance in your ins ight?

• Is  the ins ight  easy to remember?

The Ins ight ’ s  
Relevance

The Ins ight ’ s  
Leve l  of  Recogni t ion

The Ins ight ’ s  #  
of  Advocates

Thought Leadership 
Brand (Platform)

T h r e e  T y p e s  o f  B r a n d s

My Pass ion

My Authent ic i ty

My Credib i l i t y

Personal 
Brand

Our Reach

Our  Reputat ion

Our  Accompl ishments

Corporate 
Brand
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Typical ly ,  you ’ l l  want  at  least  one long form modal i ty ,  and one more 
frequent  shorter  modal i ty .  You don’t  need to be omnichannel  with your 
thought  leadership,  you just  need to be consistent .

For example,  Peter  and Bi l l  (authors  of  this  whitepaper)  use di f ferent  long 
and short  forms.  We each play to our strengths:

• Peter  prefers  short - form videos and long-form podcasts  because he is  
more comfortable  as  a speaker.

• Bil l  wr i tes  frequent  LinkedIn posts  and occasional  longer whitepapers .

The more impersonal  the campaign,  the less  l ike ly  your target  audience 
wi l l  see i t .  This  is  why we apply  the concepts  of  Broadcast ing,  
Narrowcast ing and Pointcast ing to thought  leadership Campaigns.

Campaigns & Offerings
Thought  leadership Campaigns  are  designed to reach 
speci f ic  Target Avatars and get  an idea in front  of  
them. Preferably ,  those ins ights  are  shared through 
mult ip le  formats  and mult ip le  modal i t ies .  Just  
remember,  one sunny day does not  make a summer,  
and one LinkedIn post  does not  make a campaign.  

Bro a d ca s t i n g — u s es  
ma s s - med i a  t o  t r y  t o  

r e a c h  t h e  w i d e s t  
a u d i e n c e  p o s s i b l e  
( T h e  T o d a y  S h o w )

In  our experience working with organizat ions,  most  organizat ions re ly  
more on broadcast ing thought  leadership than they should and that ’s  
one of  the core reasons why ROI is  sub -standard.

N a rro w ca s t i n g —
p u t s  C a m p a i g n s  
i n  p l a c es  w h er e  

memb er s  o f  y ou r  
t a r g et ed  a u d i en c e  

s eek  s p ec i a l i zed  
i n for ma t i on  ( e . g . ,

 a  t r a d e  p u b l i c a t i on  
or  c on fer en c e)

P o i n t ca s t i n g — a sks  
y ou r  Ta l e n t  a n d  
Tea m s  t o  d e l i ver  

i n s i g h t s  p er s on a l l y  
t o  V I Ps  a n d  h i g h  
va l u e  i n d i v i d u a l s  

( e . g . ,  a  on e - t o - on e  
c on ver s a t i on  

d u r i n g  a  d i n n er )
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We’ve seen many organizat ions start  a  campaign by  ta lk ing about  an 
Offer ing:  “We need a keynote,”  “We need to write  an art ic le ,”  or  “We 
need to put  out  a  podcast  ser ies . ”  This  approach mistakenly  pr ior i t izes  the 
container  ( the Offering’s  modal i ty ) .  

S tart  with the Core Idea  and Target Avatar .  Then, choose what  persuasive 
e lements  you need from the Content Library .  Then, you can choose the 
del ivery  format— the Offering ’s  modal i ty .

Campaigns & Offerings (Continued)
Many people  often confuse Core Ideas ,  Content 
Library ,  and Offerings .

• The Core Idea is  the provocat ive ins ight  that  
evokes cur ios ity .

• The Content Library contains support ing 
arguments,  data,  and examples.

• The Offerings  are  the modal i t ies —art ic les ,  b logs,  
books,  short - form videos,  podcasts .

28



Relationships
You’ve ident i f ied high -value individuals  in  your 
Target  Avatars.  And now, i t ’s  t ime to establ ish the 
individuals  who are going to del iver  those ins ights  
to those avatars .  

As we discussed ear l ier ,  the “ last  mi le”  problem 
occurs  when organizat ions assume that  their  key  
audiences wi l l  be pay ing attent ion.  I t ’s  wise  to be 
proact ive  and ident i fy  individuals  within your 
organizat ion that  can share these ins ights  with the 
key  individuals  that  you want  to inf luence,  and that  
means bui ld ing Relationships  that  e levate both the 
contr ibutor  and the organizat ion.

29



Conclusion
Organizat ions  that  pract ice  thought  leadersh ip  need i t  to  be  a  sca lab le ,  
susta inable  funct ion  that  a l igns  wi th  the  organizat ion ’s  s t rategy  and the  
target  audience ’s  needs .

Our f i rm,  Thought  Leadersh ip  Leverage ,  created the  OrgTL Canvas over  
the  past  f i ve  years  in  response  to  the  gaps  we saw when f i rms  t r ied  to  
s tand up a  thought  leadersh ip  funct ion  and create  measurable  impact .
 
I f  you ’d  l ike  to  learn  more  about  the  OrgTL Canvas,  or  you ’d  l ike  he lp  
bu i ld ing  a  thought  leadersh ip  s t rategy  for  your  organizat ion ,  we ’d  love  
to  hear  f rom you.

Peter Winick

CEO and Founder
Thought Leadership Leverage

peter@thoughtleadershipleverage.com

Calendar

Bill Sherman

COO
Thought Leadership Leverage

bill@thoughtleadershipleverage.com

Calendar
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