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ABSTRACT 

 

Thought leadership is recognized by practitioners as a source of competitive advantage, and while 

practitioner publications are abundant on the subject, academic research is still extremely scarce. 

This means that businesses are lacking academically-established concepts to create competitive 

advantage. 

This research intends to conceptualize the phenomenon of thought leadership in the B2B context, 

so as to understand its underlying construct and determinants. The research is exploratory and 

conducted via a grounded theory research process. 

Thought leadership is composed of three pillar components, identified to be communication, value 

and trust. These components are dynamic, as they interact with each other and influence each 

other. These pillar components are, additionally, influenced by other predeterminants. Above this, 

thought leadership is itself a dynamic phenomenon, as it is non-static and iterative. It both needs to 

stay in motion, to keep existing, and enhances itself when in motion. 

This research paper offers new perspectives on the phenomenon of thought leadership and 

contributes to filling a current gap in the academic literature, providing direction for further 

research, aimed at theory development. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the last decade, Google searches on the terms “thought leader” or “thought leadership” have 

about doubled (Google Trends, u.d.) (Google Trends, u.d.). Presently, practitioners are publishing 

articles about “how to become a thought leader” and “what is thought leadership” (Schooley, u.d.) 

(Hall, u.d.) (Bryant, u.d.) (Brenner, u.d.) (Rampton, u.d.) (Knightley, u.d.) (Visaggio, u.d.) (Vaughan, 

u.d.) – and while many pieces of content cover similar themes– a common understanding of thought 

leadership and what defines a thought leader is yet to be defined. Some companies such as Apple 

(Visaggio, u.d.) and HubSpot (Smith, u.d.) have been recognized as thought leading companies. 

Likewise, some people, such as Seth Godin (Jackson, u.d.) (Eades, u.d.) and Gary Vaynerchuk 

(Agrawal, u.d.) (Eades, u.d.) have been recognized as thought leaders. What differentiates these 

companies and these people as thought leading or thought leaders? Considering the practitioner 

publications available today, the answer to that question is still blurry and very unique to each 

person. While practitioners do not agree on the exact definition of a thought leader, and what is 

necessary to achieve thought leadership, they do agree on the relevance of thought leadership for 

business purposes and as a source for competitive advantage (Visaggio, u.d.) (Brenner, u.d.). 

Whereas practitioner publications are abundant on the subject, academic research is still extremely 

limited and has yet to catch up to speed: only a handful of research papers have been published on 

the topic of thought leadership (Barry & Gironda, 2017). This means that academic research is still 

lacking with regard to defining thought leadership, its underlying construct, influences and effects. 

This gap in literature has led to practitioners using the term in non-consistent ways, based on person 

and context (Barry & Gironda, 2017). The practitioner literature hints to a predominant use of 

thought leadership in the B2B environment, which appears to be based on the longer and more 

complex sales cycles involved as well as the long-term relationships that tend to be formed in the 

B2B context (Holliman & Rowley, 2014) (Vaughan, u.d.) (Brenner, u.d.), as opposed to a B2C context 

(Holliman & Rowley, 2014). This argues for a B2B focus for the research at hand. 

The intent of this research is to conceptualize the phenomenon of thought leadership in the B2B 

context, academically, so as to understand its underlying construct and determinants. This research 

is exploratory and conducted through a grounded theory research process.  

Practitioner literature hints to the many facets of thought leadership (Schooley, u.d.) (Hall, u.d.) 

(Bryant, u.d.) (Brenner, u.d.) (Rampton, u.d.) (Knightley, u.d.) (Visaggio, u.d.) (Vaughan, u.d.), which 
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suggests that a variety of literature and topics can be relevant to explain and understand that 

phenomenon. The first section of this paper presents a review of the literature that is deemed 

relevant to the phenomenon of thought leadership. Seemingly related topics, theories and concepts 

are introduced to grant the reader a knowledge basis for a further comparison and understanding 

of the phenomenon of thought leadership. Subsequently, the research method is introduced and 

argued for, followed by the results of the research. The results are discussed in the subsequent 

section, followed by the concluding remarks of the research paper and possible future research 

directions. 

 

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND  

 

To date there is no empirical research to establish the conceptualization of the phenomenon of 

thought leadership (Barry & Gironda, 2017) (Bourne, 2015) (Kauffman & Howcroft, 2003). On top of 

the aforementioned slim body of literature to build on , researchers of thought leadership are 

further challenged by the multitude of disciplines that currently contribute  to its theoretical 

baseline (Barry & Gironda, 2017) (Kauffman & Howcroft, 2003). This multifaceted understanding of 

the phenomenon of thought leadership appears to stem from topics, such as leadership and 

different areas of marketing—predominantly digital marketing and branding. The following section 

acts as an overview of these seemingly related topics. The extent to which these topics are actually 

related - and whether or not weight should be placed on them, in efforts to conceptualize thought 

leadership - will be explored in the results and discussion sections.   

 

Marketing 

Starting with the broadest concept mentioned thus far, let’s have a closer look at marketing. 

Marketing has been defined by many authors, individuals and organizations. There are even 

associations dealing solely with marketing and marketing specializations, such as, among others, 

the American Marketing Association (AMA). The AMA defines marketing as “the activity, set of 

institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, delivering and exchanging offerings that 

have value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large” (AMA, 2013). To define all aspects 

of marketing would necessitate this entire paper and more, but at its core, marketing is oriented 
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around bringing a product to market (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). This is generally accomplished 

through a marketing mix thought to include the Four Ps: product, price, promotion and place (or 

distribution) (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). 

Marketing has developed a lot over the last decades (Kumar, 2018), adapting to ever evolving and 

emerging technologies as well as the wants and needs of society (Lamberton & Stephen, 2016). The 

internet has become the backbone of our society (Tuten & Solomon, 2018), and this has led to 

marketing evolving into an entirely new area, namely digital marketing (Lamberton & Stephen, 

2016). The idea of marketing is still at the heart of digital marketing - to bring a product to market - 

but the processes and means by which we achieve that goal have changed tremendously over time 

and are still in constant evolution (Lamberton & Stephen, 2016).  

Due to this constant change, new types of marketing have emerged as well: social media marketing, 

content marketing, influencer marketing, destination marketing, inbound marketing, relationship 

marketing, service marketing, search engine marketing, and many more (Press, 2019) (Chi, 2019). 

To dive into each of these new types of marketing is unrealistic due to the scope of the research 

paper, but some types of marketing appear to be linked to the phenomenon of thought leadership 

or somewhat relevant to the understanding of it. Among these, social media marketing, influencer 

marketing, content marketing, and related phenomena – such as of electronic word of mouth – 

seem to be the most heavily linked to thought leadership.  

  

Social media marketing 

Tuten and Solomon (2018) define social media marketing as “the utilization of social media 

technologies, channels, and software to create, communicate, deliver and exchange offerings that 

have value for an organization’s stakeholders” (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). In other words, doing 

marketing via social media platforms. In today’s wired and highly connected world (Kupfer, Pähler 

vor der Holte, Kübler, & Hennig-Thurau, 2018), social media is part of the daily routine of billions of 

people all across the globe, sometimes even before they get out of bed (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). 

The world of social media is vast. There are a great many amount of social media sites available 

today (Tuten & Solomon, 2018) and many ways to use them for marketing purposes. Some examples 

of these social media platforms include Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Snapchat, WeChat, 

SinaWeibo, Twitter, LinkedIn, Reddit, Tumblr and Pinterest, just to name a few of the most used 
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ones globally (Lua, 2019). On top of that, each of the above mentioned can be used, in different 

fashions, to facilitate different marketing tactics, such as paid advertising, organic branding, native 

advertising and retargeting, just to name a few (FacebookBusiness, Millions of businesses, big and 

small, connect with people on Facebook., u.d.) (FacebookBusiness, Facebook Ads Placements, u.d.).  

Social media has changed the way consumers communicate (Kupfer, Pähler vor der Holte, Kübler, 

& Hennig-Thurau, 2018) and about 37% of the world population is using social media, even if the 

penetration varies across the globe (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). To take Tuten’s and Solomon’s words: 

“if Facebook were a country it would be the most populated in the world” (Tuten & Solomon, 2018). 

It is no wonder, then, that today, 94% of marketers use Facebook to engage with customers 

(Statista, 2018). The consumer buying decision-making process has also changed over the last 

decades, where social media has been included more and more in influencing that process 

(Lamberton & Stephen, 2016) (Kupfer, Pähler vor der Holte, Kübler, & Hennig-Thurau, 2018), and 

where reputation and peer reviews play a big role (Sanni, Leemoon, Arora, & Edmonds, 2018). Social 

media users have increasingly become part of brands’ stories in this new dynamic form of 

communication (Gensler, Völckner, Liu-Thompkins, & Wiertz, 2013), leading to co-production of 

brand narratives in the social media environment (Kozinets, de Valck, Wojnicki, & Wilner, 2010). 

These numbers and these changes in online consumer behavior show how dependent marketers 

have become on social media platforms to engage with their audiences, and research shows that 

this is not likely to change (Arora & Sanni, 2019) (Hootsuite, 2019). On the contrary, the more social 

media platforms adapt to consumer behaviors and needs, the more marketers will engage with their 

potential customers and customers via these channels (Arora & Sanni, 2019) (Hootsuite, 2019).  

 

Influencer marketing 

With social media marketing also comes influencer marketing (Kupfer, Pähler vor der Holte, Kübler, 

& Hennig-Thurau, 2018). Even though influencer marketing has existed for decades in different 

forms, the Internet and emerging technologies have changed who influences consumers, and 

influencer marketing, as a whole (Backaler, 2018) (Lamberton & Stephen, 2016). The wide adoption 

of social media technologies and the increase in consumer blindness toward traditional marketing 

messaging (Godin, 2008) has enabled a new generation of influencers to exist (Backaler, 2018). 
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Influencers are individuals that advise consumers during their decision making (Brown & Hayes, 

2008) and do so while being in a position of trust with their audiences, sometimes even to a degree 

of familiarity (Backaler, 2018). They are “individuals who have the power to affect purchase decisions 

of others because of their (real or perceived) authority, knowledge, position, or relationship” 

(BusinessDictionary, u.d.). Their advice and recommendations are fundamental drivers for 

consumption decision-making among their audience (Gong & Li, 2017), who rely on these 

influencers during their purchase process (Backaler, 2018). These have become especially relevant 

in today’s “info-bese” society, as today’s influencers allow marketers to connect authentically with 

their audiences (Backaler, 2018), avoiding the ineffectiveness of disruption marketing (Godin, 2008).  

This new era of influencers is as versatile as a chameleon, with influencers ranging from the so-

called “celebrity-influencers” with the likes of the Kardashians and a following base in the hundreds 

of millions (@kimkardashian, 2019), to the “the category influencers”, such Michelle Phan 

specializing in beauty and also bringing in few million followers (Michelle Phan, 2019). Last but not 

least, there are “micro-influencers” with a few thousand, but usually very active followers, such as 

Målin Brit, for example (malin.brit, 2019) (Backaler, 2018) (Gong & Li, 2017) (Hollebeek & Macky, 

2019). These three levels of influencer have, nevertheless, all something in common: all three 

influencers are known for something in a community and can influence the actions of members in 

said community. This is what makes them influencers (Backaler, 2018). 

These examples stem from a B2C sphere, but influencers also exist in a B2B environment, where 

influencer marketing is instead called “influencer relations” and category influencers “key opinion 

leaders” (KOLs) (Backaler, 2018). It is important to note that influencer marketing and influencer 

relations might be similar in spirit, but as Backaler states in his book “Digital Influence”: “it is far 

from a “copy and paste” blueprint” (Backaler, 2018). In the B2B environment, “an influencer, in 

theory, is a passionate, honest expert” (Schaefer, 2017), where objectivity is everything (Backaler, 

2018). Lee Oden, CEO of TopRank marketing, and Tamara Mcleary, CEO of Thulium.co, are two 

examples of B2B influencers on the subjects marketing (Backaler, 2018). These are trusted experts 

in their fields, and their opinions are trusted because of their subjectivity and expertise.  

Influencer marketing takes different forms and follows different rules in a B2B or B2C environment, 

but in both cases, influencers take the role of an adviser, whose voice and opinion are trusted and 

taken into account during decision making.  
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It is important to note, here, that social media marketing and influencer marketing might relate to 

social selling, to some extent, but they differ fundamentally in the B2B environment, in the following 

way: where “social selling is about leveraging your social network to find the right prospects, build 

trusted relationships, and ultimately, achieve your sales goals” (LinkedIn, u.d.), influencer marketing 

in the B2B space doesn’t follow the immediate goal of sales (Schaefer, 2017) (Backaler, 2018). 

 

Word of Mouth 

There is another topic that appears to be related to thought leadership, which taps into social media 

and influencer marketing, namely word-of-mouth (WOM) communication. Thanks to the internet 

being at the heart of today’s society (Tuten & Solomon, 2018), there has also been a paradigm shift 

in WOM communication (Cheung & Lee, 2012) (Lamberton & Stephen, 2016). What used to only be 

a form of interpersonal and non-commercial communication among friends, family or 

acquaintances, has become something of a much bigger scale (Cheung & Lee, 2012) (Lamberton & 

Stephen, 2016). In today’s connected and wired world, WOM is now also shared via digital 

platforms, the like of social media sites, blogs or review sites, among others (Balaji, Khong, & Chong, 

2016). Everyone is free to share their experiences, be them positive or negative (Cheung & Lee, 

2012), and they are accessible to the masses (Kim, Kandampully, & Bilgihan, 2018). This new form 

of WOM is known as “e-Word of mouth” or eWOM (Cheung & Lee, 2012) (Safdar, et al., 2018). 

eWOM has received a considerable amount of attention, as eWOM has increasingly become an 

important part in how consumers inform themselves and make decisions online (Safdar, et al., 2018) 

(Cheung & Lee, 2012) (Kim, Kandampully, & Bilgihan, 2018) (Lamberton & Stephen, 2016) (Trusov, 

Bucklin, & Pauwels, 2009). eWOM has the advantage of being understood as authentic and based 

on other consumers’ experiences, and thus, a more trustworthy source of information than 

information provided by marketers (Balaji, Khong, & Chong, 2016) (Trusov, Bucklin, & Pauwels, 

2009) (Kupfer, Pähler vor der Holte, Kübler, & Hennig-Thurau, 2018). Consumers' attitudes, 

intentions, and behaviours, associated with purchases, are extremely influenced by eWOM (Kim, 

Kandampully, & Bilgihan, 2018) (Lamberton & Stephen, 2016). WOM and eWOM can obviously be 

negative or positive, and, as such, benefit or hurt the company. Negative eWOM is particularly 

harmful to companies, as it can “adversely affect the attitudes and purchasing intentions of 

customers” (Balaji, Khong, & Chong, 2016) and even hurt the company’s brand image, as a whole 
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(Balaji, Khong, & Chong, 2016). If managed in the right way, WOM is a powerful asset to any digital 

marketing strategy. 

 

Content marketing 

Despite the growing interest in content marketing, (GoogleTrends, u.d.) academic research is still 

behind on the topic (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019). The Content Marketing Institute defines content 

marketing as “a strategic marketing approach focused on creating and distributing valuable, 

relevant, and consistent content to attract and retain a clearly defined audience — and, ultimately, 

to drive profitable customer action” (CMI, u.d.). Hollebeek and Marcy conceptualize digital content 

marketing as “the creation and dissemination of relevant, valuable brand-related content to current 

or prospective customers on digital platforms to develop their favourable brand engagement, trust, 

and relationships (vs. directly persuading consumers to purchase)” (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019). 

Holliman and Rowley (2014) present content marketing as an inbound marketing technique that 

requires creating and distributing and sharing valuable content for its audience, where valuable is 

defined as useful, relevant, compelling and timely (Holliman & Rowley, 2014). The authors also refer 

to content marketing as a tool for achieving a sustaining “trusted brand status”, which is achieved 

through helping the audience with content, rather than selling to it (Holliman & Rowley, 2014). 

Holliman and Rowley put forth that the goal of content marketing as encouraging an audience to 

convert to a business-building outcome (Holliman & Rowley, 2014). Both views align with the CMI’s 

definition. Content marketing is brought to that point by the “They ask, You answer” approach, 

introduced by Marcus Sheridan (Sheridan, 2016), where content marketing is simply defined as 

easily as the art of answering your (potential) customers’ questions (Sheridan, 2016). Content is at 

the core of content marketing, which drills down to the following: it is about becoming the trusted 

source in one’s industry, by publishing valuable and quality content that is helpful, relevant, fulfils a 

need, has a point of view, is human and not “salesy”, and is all these things consistently (Pulizzi, 

2016) (Sheridan, 2016) (CMI, u.d.). The key here is being valuable and relevant, which is what 

differentiates content marketing from the (spam) overload of information companies tend to 

promote (CMI, u.d.). “Content marketing is part of all forms of marketing,” (CMI, u.d.) and can 

impact more than just readership on a company’s blog. Creating and sharing great content also 

contributes to a healthy social media marketing. Writing accurate pieces, on specific topics, 
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increases search engine optimization (SEO) marketing and can increase search engine marketing 

(SEM), overall. It can even become part of an inbound marketing strategy (CMI, u.d.). Considering 

that – on average – 70 percent of the buying decision is made before a prospect talks to a sales 

representative (Sheridan, 2016), the availability of quality and relevant content is extremely 

important during the decision-making process of (prospects) customers in today’s digital 

environment (Sheridan, 2016) (Järvinen & Taiminen, 2016). In fact, “47% of buyers view at least 3 

to 5 pieces of content before engaging with a sales representative” (HubSpot, 2018), validating the 

importance of the need for available and quality content, with sufficient inclusion of video formats 

(Liu, Wei Shi, Teixeira, & Wedel, 2018). 

 

Brand and branding 

Another dimension that seems to be related to thought leadership is branding, but to understand 

branding, one first needs to understand what a brand is. The definition of a brand has evolved over 

the last decades, throughout all approaches of brand management (Heding, Knudtzen, & Bjerre, 

2016). At its core, though, the American Marketing Association defines it as “a name, term, design, 

symbol, or any other feature that identifies one seller’s good or service as distinct from those of other 

sellers” (Heding, Knudtzen, & Bjerre, 2016). The physical attributes of a brand, which are the names, 

logos and designs, are the material markers of a brand (Holt D. , 2004). A brand is formed, over time, 

as these markers get filled through the history of the brand, its associations, the customer’s 

experiences  with it (Keller & Lehmann, 2006) and the stories of “companies, culture industries, 

intermediaries and customers” (Holt D. , 2004). Take Apple as an example: “Apple carries many 

different kinds of associations in people’s minds that make up its image: creative, innovative, easy-

to-use, cool, iPod, iPhone, and iPad just to name a few” (Kotler, 2016). Without any history, the 

Apple name is empty, and this holds true for any other brand (Holt D. , 2004). 

There are many aspects to a brand: its image, its personality, its identity, its equity, whether it is 

iconic or whether its customers are loyal to it, and much more (Holt D. , 2004) (Heding, Knudtzen, 

& Bjerre, 2016) (Kotler, 2016) (Keller & Lehmann, 2006). But to endow any meaning to a brand and 

its products, be it identity, image or personality, branding is necessary.  

Kotler defines branding as the process of “endowing products and services with the power of a 

brand” (Kotler, 2016). Branding is about giving meaning to a company and its products and/or 
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services by “shaping a brand in consumers’ minds” (The Branding Journal, u.d.), by establishing key 

associations in the customers’ minds (Keller & Lehmann, 2006). Using a brand as a strategic asset, 

and branding it accordingly, can help shape the perception of a company and all its products and 

services (Smithson, 2015) (Holt D. , 2004). There are tactics to branding, such as emotional branding 

(Holt D. , 2004) or cultural branding (Holt D. , 2016), but overall, branding is a strategy designed to 

help people quickly identify products and tie them to organizations they know and recognize, 

intended to lead consumers to buy from that brand (The Branding Journal, u.d.) (Keller & Lehmann, 

2006).  

Branding can take many forms: advertising, packaging, in-store experience design, visual identity 

design, pricing, sponsorships and partnerships (The Branding Journal, u.d.) (Kotler, 2016), but 

overall “branding is a set of techniques designed to generate cultural relevance” (Holt D. , 2016). 

Consumers can even identify themselves through brands or even use brands to express their 

personality (Chernev, Hamilton, & Gal, 2011), making the core message and identity of a brand a 

key element and valuable asset to strategize its branding (Keller & Lehmann, 2006), even if that 

element can be perceived as intangible at first (Keller & Lehmann, 2006). 

 

Leadership 

Leadership is a broad concept about which a multitude of theories have been created over the years 

(Khan, Nawaz, & Khan, 2016), and a multitude of types of leaderships take place in all sorts of 

different environment (Goethals, Sorenson, & MacGregor Burns, 2004). To introduce all types of 

leadership would require an encyclopaedia (Goethals, Sorenson, & MacGregor Burns, 2004), thus 

only the types of leadership taking place in a business environment are to be focused on. Types of 

leadership can both describe ways to lead people as well as leadership positions based on certain 

criteria. Both kinds are to be shortly introduced as both seem to be relevant to some degree to the 

phenomenon of thought leadership and give a basis for comparison between the literature and the 

results of this study.  

A few main leadership theories emerged during the 20th century, among which belong trait theory, 

style and behaviour theory, transactional leadership, transformational leadership and many others 

(Khan, Nawaz, & Khan, 2016). Trait theory deals with the physical and personality traits that define 

leaders and differentiate them from non-leaders, where effective and emergent traits are at the 
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core of this theory (Khan, Nawaz, & Khan, 2016) (Ekvall & Arvonen, 1991). The style and behaviour 

theory recognizes the significance of determined leadership skills that a leader needs in order to 

lead, while acknowledging that each individual is prone to his/her own leadership style (Khan, 

Nawaz, & Khan, 2016) (Yukl, 2001). The three dominating type of leaders are recognized to be 

democratic leaders, autocratic leaders and laissez-faire leaders (Khan, Nawaz, & Khan, 2016) (Yukl, 

2001). Transactional theory deals with the exchange between the leaders and the followers, where 

these exchanges are based upon agreements between followers and leaders and where leaders and 

followers influence each other (Khan, Nawaz, & Khan, 2016). Transformational leadership theory 

focuses on the creation of valuable and positive change for others, usually the followers (Khan, 

Nawaz, & Khan, 2016), where the leader “identifies the needed change, creates a vision to guide the 

change through inspiration, and executes the change with the commitment of the members of the 

group” (BusinessDictionary, Transformational Leadership, u.d.). House and Aditya (1997) claim that 

the transformational leader transforms his followers by empowering and motivating them (House 

& Aditya, 1997).  

As mentioned ahead, leadership in the business context can also describe a position based on 

certain criteria. Market leadership and brand leadership are some of the most commonly used to 

describe the position of ora business, hence these are to be shortly introduced as they seem to be 

related to thought leadership to a certain extent. 

Market leadership is usually defined by market share, meaning that the business with the largest 

market share is the market leader (Simon, 2009). However, this definition does not clarify whether 

the market shares are defined in terms of value of volume (Simon, 2009). The business dictionary 

defines market leadership as the business that has “the largest percentage of total sales revenue of 

a market” (BusinessDictionary, Market Leader, u.d.). In practice, the claim to the position of market 

leader includes additional attributes such as technology, customer loyalty, innovation, value, price, 

quality, and reputation, among others (Goethals, Sorenson, & MacGregor Burns, 2004) 

(BusinessDictionary, Market Leader, u.d.).  

Brand leadership is a position a brand acquires when it is recognized to have the highest brand 

equity in its industry (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000) (Beverland, Napoli, & Lindgreen, 2007). Brand 

equity is created based on a multitude of assets and liabilities linked to a brand’s visual identity and 

name, which is then expressed in a financial value (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000). Every year a list 
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of the leading global brands is published, which is based on the brand’s equity (Forbes, 2019). This 

year, Apple is the brand leader in the technology industry, Coca-Cola in the beverage industry and 

Disney in the entertainment industry (Forbes, 2019). 

One additional aspect that ought to be addressed is follower-oriented leadership, which goes into 

detail about the fact that leadership can be a relationship between those who choose to lead and 

those who choose to willingly follow (Kouzes & Posner, 2004). The emphasis is on the willingness to 

follow a leader (Kouzes & Posner, 2004), who desire “honest, forward-looking, competent, and 

inspiring leaders” (Kouzes & Posner, 2004) and evaluate their leaders based on their “perceived 

trustworthiness, their dynamism and their expertise” (Kouzes & Posner, 2004). 

As mentioned ahead, thought leadership seems to be a phenomenon related to a variety of bodies 

of literature, which have been shortly presented ahead. How each of these actually relate and link 

to thought leadership is approached in the discussion, based on the results extracted through the 

study at hand. The following section introduces the method used to generate the results of the 

study. 

 

METHOD  

 

Methodological considerations 

 

Philosophy of science  

“Inductive research involves the search for pattern from observation and the development of 

explanations” (Bernard, Wutich, & Ryan, 2017), therefore, throughout this exploratory research, the 

method of analysis was inductive and the philosophy of science followed in this research has been 

one of constructivism. 

 

Research method 

 

Overview 

Grounded theory is a qualitative research design used to generate a general explanation or 

understanding, which is grounded in data from participants, generally collected through the use of 
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in-depth interviews (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) (Creswell, 2013). In Thomas’, Esper’s and Stank’s 

words, it is “a discovery oriented, interpretative qualitative research method that examines a core 

phenomenon that challenges people” (Thomas, Esper, & Stank, 2011). It has been selected as the 

research method of choice for this research for a few reasons. First off, the literature about thought 

leadership in the B2B marketing context is dominated by advice from practitioners and consultants, 

but not rooted in academic research practices, and thus, is still in its early stages of development on 

an academic level (Barry & Gironda, 2017). The slim amount of academic literature on the topic 

argues for the use of a method directed at developing theoretical knowledge – in the case at hand 

the creation of a conceptual framework about the phenomenon of thought leadership in the B2B 

marketing context. Secondly, Corbin and Strauss argue for the use of qualitative methods for 

exploring areas not thoroughly researched (Corbin & Strauss, 2015), similarly to the case at hand. 

Furthermore, where quantitative research uses defined categories as a means of research, 

qualitative research aims at isolating and defining said categories during the research (McCracken, 

1988). This is the goal of this research paper, thus qualitative methods have been chosen and 

furthermore grounded theory. Last but not least, the goal of the research is to describe thought 

leadership in the B2B marketing context and, furthermore, to generate a unified theoretical 

explanation for a process or action, which is to take the form of the conceptualization of the 

phenomenon. The goal of the research argues for the use of grounded theory (Creswell, 2013). 

Nevertheless, the scope of a full-fledged grounded theory research largely surpasses the scope and 

size of the research at hand, thus, the researcher uses the grounded theory method by Corbin and 

Straus (2015) as a base and adapts it to the scope and size of the research project.  

 

Data collection 

In order to learn more about the phenomenon of thought leadership in the B2B context, qualitative 

data was collected. In grounded theory, interviews and observations are some of the most 

frequently used data collection methods, where the quality of results lay essentially in the quality 

of the analysis and of the material being analyzed (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). “Data for a GT study 

comes from in depth interviews about people’s lived experiences about the social processes that 

shape those experiences” (Bernard, Wutich, & Ryan, 2017) and is understood to be one of the most 

powerful data collection methods (Bernard, Wutich, & Ryan, 2017). In this research, data was 
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collected through the use of in-depth interviews from “thought leading” and “thought following” 

participants. This was done to allow an understanding from the thought leading and thought 

following perspective. The interviews were conducted with the help of an interview guide.  

 

Participant selection 

In this research project, the choice of participants was done following the purposive sampling 

method (Maxwell, 2013) to ensure that the qualitative data was collected from participants that 

were either familiar with the concept of thought leadership or had experienced it themselves. 

Therefore, the participants were chosen on the base of a priori assumptions that they had an 

understanding of the concept of thought leadership. The participants were chosen from different 

contexts, meaning different industries, functional areas and have a variety of job titles. Grounded 

theory requires the researcher to interview participants until saturation is reached, but as 

mentioned ahead, the smaller scope of this research paper doesn’t allow the researcher to reach 

saturation in the way a full-sized grounded theory research project would. Where qualitative data 

normally reaches redundancy (Corbin & Strauss, 2015), here the researcher defined the sampling 

on the base of availability of relevant participants and resources, especially time. Although 

quantitative research standards suggest that such a sample is not adequate for the study, “in 

qualitative traditions it is appropriate to rely on the deep understanding of just a few key appropriate 

informants in order to achieve theoretical saturation” (Thomas, Esper, & Stank, 2011).  

 

Data analysis 

Interview transcripts were analyzed using grounded theory coding procedures (Corbin & Strauss, 

2015). Each transcript was coded, line by line, for conceptual content and compared using the 

constant comparative method (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). This comparative method enables the 

emergence of themes from the qualitative data and was done in a constant manner, throughout 

the interviewing process, allowing the researcher to grasp an understanding of the concept of 

thought leadership in a B2B context.  The data analysis was done using NVivo, a qualitative data 

analysis computer software.  
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EMPIRICAL STUDY 

 

Research design 

 

Data collection 

The in-depth interviews were done either in person or via skype/phone. All interviews took between 

forty and eighty minutes, depending on the participant’s input. All participants speak English on a 

full professional proficiency level, thus all interviews were held in English, which enabled a coding 

of the original text during the analysis. The interviews took place over a time span of eight weeks 

and the interview guide was adapted, if a new topic area emerged during an interview. A semi 

structured interview guide was created to help the researcher lead the interview, and to have a set 

of similar questions that each participant ought to answer. This enabled a comparison base for all 

interviews, helping during the constant comparison process. The interview guide can be found in 

the Appendix. The interview guide was created based on a preliminary search of the literature, 

including both academic and practitioner sources. During the interviews, the researcher took notes 

in the form of keywords, based on the participant’s input. These keywords were chosen based on 

the emphasis the participant puts on these, either via their tone of voice or repetition. The keywords 

were also chosen, if seen as relevant by the researcher. This choice was subjective but based on the 

literature research on the part of the researcher. These notes were used as guidance during the 

open coding and during the ongoing literature research process.  

 

Participant selection 

In order to get an understanding of thought leadership, two types of people were chosen to be 

participants. Thought leadership comprises two sides, where one side is the “thought leading” side 

and the other one the “thought following” side. These are the two categories of participants that 

were chosen to take part in the in-depth interviews. The use of these two categories of participants 

was decided upon, in order to give perspective to the research results. This is essential to 

understand thought leadership from the perspective of people who deal with it on a regular and 

active basis, as part of their profession, and from the perspective of people who deal with it on an 
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“ad hoc” basis. This gave insights into how to become a thought leader as well as what a thought 

leader is understood to be or how one is recognized. 

Moreover, in each category, the following characteristics were taken into consideration during the 

purposive sampling:  

- “The participants are professionals in a variety of fields and industries.” 

- “The participants are all working in a B2B environment.” 

- “The participants are professionals that have various titles, from student assistant to CEO.” 

- “The participants have either directly or indirectly dealt with thought leadership before in 

relation to their profession.” 

- “The participants are either native speakers or speak English on a full professional 

proficiency level.” 

- “The thought following participants are professionals that follow companies or people they 

believe to be thought leaders in their or other industries. “ 

- “The thought leading participants are professionals that are considered to be thought 

leaders in their industries by their peers or by the researcher.” (Note that this characteristic 

is subjective, as a thought leader status is given by other peers, and not “self-taken” by the 

individual). 

 

As McCracken states, “quantitative projects require investigators to construct a “sample” of the 

necessary size and type to generalize to the larger population, whereas in the qualitative case, the 

issue is not one of generalizability: it is that of access” (McCracken, 1988). The researcher used her 

professional network to gain access to the interview participants. As mentioned beforehand, 

grounded theory research participants ought to be interviewed until saturation is reached (Kenny 

& Fourie, 2015). In the research at hand, the sample size was downsized, due to the smaller amount 

of resource availability for the project, in comparison to a full-scale grounded theory research. The 

number of participants added up to a total of ten participants, from which 5 were recognized as 

thought following and 5 as thought leading.  
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Data analysis 

The data analysis started with the coding, which following the classic GT procedure, following this 

sequential progression: open coding, axial coding and selective coding (Kenny & Fourie, 2015). 

 

Open coding was the first step of the coding process, where the procedure for developing categories 

of information took place (Gibbs, 2010). During this part of coding, the data was first segmented 

and labelled, according to the concept it represents (Gibbs, 2010). As a second step, these segments 

were grouped into categories, which became more and more dense with each interview coding. 

These dense categories were split into sub-categories or into higher, more abstract, categories if 

necessary. The first and second step were done simultaneously. The qualitative data analysis 

computer software NVivo was used during that process, to facilitate the process. 

The next coding step was the axial coding one, where the procedure of linking the categories took 

place. These linkages can be based on causal relations, context, conditional relations, consequences 

or actions/interactions between the categories (Gibbs, 2010) 

The next step was the selective coding process, which is best described by Professor Gibbs (2010) 

as the “process of integrating the categories with a higher level of abstraction of a grounded theory”. 

During the open and axial coding, the categories’ inter-relationships became more and more clear, 

as the categories became dense, rich and precise. It is then during the selective coding that a core 

category was chosen; one that is broad enough to integrate most or all of the other categories. 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2015) (Kenny & Fourie, 2015). It is based on these coding results that a 

conceptualization of thought leadership was made possible, both in terms of what components 

thought leadership entitles and how they relate to each other. 

 

Validity and reliability  

It is important to note that this was a purely qualitative research project, therefore, validity and 

reliability couldn’t be applied in the same way as when conducting a quantitative research.  

In order to assure a trustworthy qualitative research project, the grounded theory method has been 

chosen and applied, as described in the methodology section. However, the method came with both 

strengths and weaknesses, ultimately affecting the trustworthiness of the research.  
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Achieving a high level of trustworthiness is especially important in qualitative research, which Veal 

(Veal, 2011) argues to be possible via the use of in-depth interviews, as they provide more in-depth 

and precise data for each interview, compared to what a survey would do.  

Researcher bias can limit the validity of the research project, but in order to limit biased 

perspectives, when conducting interviews, the researcher gave the participants the freedom to 

express themselves without forcing them into certain directions. This was done by opening the 

participant’s minds to topics and possibilities and by following the participants’ lines of thought by 

asking related questions, rather than disrupting their line of thought.  

Although the participants were able to open any lines of discussion, during the in -depth interviews, 

similar questions were asked in each interview, based on the semi structured interview guide, to 

increase the degree of reliability of the data received and the constant comparative process. 

The data findings are a conceptualization of the phenomenon of thought leadership, based on a few 

participants’ experiences and opinions, instead of being a general representation of a larger 

population. The participants selected were professionals, from a variety of industries and positions 

to obtain a greater variety in backgrounds, experiences and opinions to increases the reliability of 

the data, should this research be replicated. It has to be taken into account that, even if the opinions 

and experiences of all participants had similarities, they also had differences, hence, an exact replica 

of this study would be difficult to achieve, as each person is defined by his or her own experiences 

and opinions, which were at the heart of the interviews.  

 

Ethics 

There were two components of ethical behavior that the researcher followed. The first, and most 

obvious one, is the ethics towards the participants. The participants were offered the possibility of 

staying anonymous, so that none of their answers could be traced back to them. This question of 

identity consent was be the first question asked during each interview. The oral agreement to 

consent to anonymity or identification was understood as a binding contract between the two 

parties. All participants agreed to be identified, but some – which shall not be named – asked at a 

later stage to keep the name of the organization they work for undisclosed due to legal company 

regulations, thus the names of said companies have been deleted from the transcriptions and the 
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recordings will not be added to the appendix. The adapted transcriptions have been added as part 

of the appendix.  

 

RESULTS 

 

Result 1.0: The pillars of thought leadership: C, V and T 

 

To understand the concept of thought leadership it is necessary to understand what components it 

is consists of, what these components entail and how they interact with each other. The 

components of thought leadership are grounded in the data retrieved and analyzed during the 

research process. Each of the results is grounded in the qualitative data, which is also presented in 

the form of quotations from the participant interviews. Nevertheless, due to the scope of the 

research paper, only the most relevant quotes are disclosed.   

There are three key components to thought leadership: communication, value and trust. All three 

components are necessary to create thought leadership in a B2B environment. Starting with 

communication. Communication is recognized as critical in order to become a thought leader.  

 

Alberto: “I think it (communication) is one of the most important part” 

Emil: “You can have a ton of expertise within a company but if it's not communicated and 

distributed to the right people in the right form, then you won't have thought leadership” 

Jesper: “I mean, you can't lead people's thoughts if you're not in touch with them, right? The only 

way to move something forward is to talk to them or communicate with them.” 

Johanna: “I feel like communication is key for being recognized as a thought leader” 

Mårten: “I guess without communication it is hard to be a thought leader.  

Rasmus: “I think it (communication) is at least 50% of it.” 

Steen: “If you sit alone with your thoughts then you're not really leading anything. So, sharing is 

the heart of leadership: you have to be open and actually spread the gospel.” 

Steen: “It's like this old Danish saying that if a tree falls in the woods and it makes a sound, does 

the sound exist even though no one heard it: does the sound exist? And it is kind of the same thing 
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with leadership, if you have thought leadership and you don't share it can you really lead 

anything?” 

 

Result 1.1: Insights into the communication component 

“Communication” is a very broad concept and to understand this key component, it is necessary to 

dive into what the participants understand as “communication”. Sub-categories of topics emerged 

as part of communication during the research process. These subcategories enable a better 

understanding of this first key component of thought leadership. Among these subcategories are 

publishing, audience, marketing, teaching and communication vessel. 

 

Publishing 

When talking about communication, publishing is mentioned consistently throughout all interviews. 

To communicate is to publish content, independently of the channel or type of content being 

published. Publishing is often put forward by the participants as “content sharing”, which in this 

context is understood as a form of content publishing. 

 

Marcus: “You have to be a publisher and the more you publish assuming it's good, the quicker 

you're gonna become a thought leader. But you can't just publish fluffy stuff - that isn't the stuff 

that people really care about. If you want to become a thought leader, you've got to be willing to 

address the hard questions that the people in your space generally would prefer to ignore, 

especially in the B2B environment.” 

Mikko: “And it is based on what you think and publish, and what you are talking about in public. 

I think those are probably the most important aspects.” 

Johanna: “I think thought leadership is also about sharing the expertise that you have gained or 

the experience and knowledge that you have gained during the process of becoming a thought 

leader as a company and share it with other companies for the greater good, and for addressing 

the problem that you are feeling that has to be addressed. So the sharing is really important.” 

Steen: “Why are these people being thought leaders? It is because they share. It is the social proof. 

So if you get out there and start sharing then you became thought leader, but if you sit in an office 

just sharing with your colleagues and not going beyond that, then you might be a really good 
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worker and a really great colleague, but if you don't start sharing then you will never be a thought 

leader.” 

 

When talking about publishing, the channels, format and content do matter as well. The channels 

to use follow a simple rule: they need to be relevant. Either it is where your audience is spending 

time, or it is a media that fits the topic. In any case, they need to be channels that do not give a 

sense of mistrust. 

 

Jesper: “But you know, wherever the people you want to influence are hanging out; this where 

you want to be, and then that dictates the format you're going to be using” 

Emil: “It is definitely an important thing to consider. You shouldn't use the format that people 

deem untrustworthy.” 

Emil: “I think on your own website is a great place to start, but also on trade publications and 

relevant media.” 

 

The formats are versatile. There is no convention to follow, but rather an aspect of choosing the 

format that fits the content delivered the best. 

 

Marcus: “And we do it through text, though video, through audio, but we publish it.” 

Jesper: “is it going to be videos or giving a speech, is it going to be e-books? Or is it going to be 

reports, or PR, or getting on television? whatever it might be...” 

 

And last but not least, the content is mostly described as “knowledge sharing”, but this aspect and 

the type of knowledge a business aiming to become a thought leader should publish, is approached 

in greater detail in the “value” section.  

 

Stine: “it is the knowledge sharing part that is important.” 

Jesper: “You need to be generous. It's about giving you can’t hold back on the knowledge. You 

need to share it with the world.” 
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Marcus: “in order for us to be the most trusted voice, we have to teach the world what we know, 

but each of us is an expert - I don't know what you know you don't know what I know - so we each 

have to be willing to share that with the world, and if you're willing to do that individually, then 

the collective will benefit.” 

Mårten: “I would say sharing knowledge, and in some way new knowledge, but it can also be just 

a different angle to something people already know.” 

 

Audience 

To communicate is a key element of thought leadership, but to know whom the business needs to 

communicate to, or how to communicate appropriately to that relevant audience; are also core 

elements of communication, when dealing with thought leadership.  

 

Alberto: “So, the first thing is that you need to ask yourself: what is my audience asking about and 

is it relevant for these people? You need to be relevant in order to start creating an impact.” 

Jesper: “Well that very much depends on who it is you're trying to influence. I mean you got to 

build it around the audience: who are we trying to influence? with what? and then that would 

then dictate the channels and the approach” 

Mikko: “Publish content for your own specific target audience, if you are trying to build some kind 

of thought leadership position” 

Stine: “I think ultimately a good thought leader - back to what I said, that thought leadership is 

earned - knows where their target audience is, if they want to strategize around it, and that is 

where they are basing their communication.” 

 

There is an additional aspect relating to the audience that matters, in relation to thought leadership, 

namely the community that the thought leader engages in.  

 

Mårten: “to become a thought leader you need to be quite engaged in your community” 

Mikko: “I would still in any case stress out about the social aspect of thought leadership. You can’t 

be a thought leader without some kind of community, or some kind of audience, or whatever it is 

- and no matter if it is small or big, or something in between.”  
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Another aspect that relates to the audience is the scope of the audience. While it is possible to 

thought lead masses of people, it is also very resource intensive and most companies do not have 

the resources to achieve that goal, nor should companies spend that kind of resources. Not 

everyone is interested in your topic and thus your potential thought leadership, which is why 

focusing on those that might will result with the best outcomes. These niches of potentially or 

already interested people are where thought leaders ought to first spend their resources and build 

their thought leadership. 

 

Emil: “I think it is very resource intense to become a thought leader and it is difficult enough in 

just one small niche or one specific political agenda within an industry, so if you want to thought 

lead several agendas in several industries, it becomes just increasingly difficult.” 

Mårten: “I think today it is getting harder and harder to be broad, so I think you kind of need to 

be more niche specific today to be able to have a voice and tell a story that people haven't heard 

before.” 

Jesper: “You should start with a niche. You might have a bigger idea that you might have, and you 

want to own a bigger space, but you got to start somewhere.” 

Rasmus: “So he could be a thought leader, but only for within his very niche group and I feel like 

you can be a thought leader for niche group. As long as you have people who listen to you” 

Steen: “And it is kind of the key to it: saying that you are a thought leader in a subject matter. And 

I think if you go back to the variety of content.. in the old days Kotler was the thought leader in 

marketing, but now marketing has been sliced into slim slices and most of them are better than 

Kotler in their respective slice. But they don't know anything about the other slices, or they don't 

know enough about the other slices to actually be thought leaders in them. So that's what you are 

today: you are the best of your slice, you are a thought leader in your own slice, but that doesn't 

make you the thought leader of marketing” 

 

Marketing 

Communication is an aspect of marketing as well as one of the pillar components of thought 

leadership, it is thus not surprising that, in a business environment, thought leadership and 
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marketing are connected phenomena. Their connection is apparent, and some participants 

recognize thought leadership as being marketing in a B2B environment or a marketing strategy, but 

there is a difference between the two and it is a thin line. These differences are approached in 

greater detail in the results presenting the component of trust.  

 

Alberto: “It's again that thin line between the one (thought leadership) and the other (marketing)” 

Emil: “I think thought leadership is probably the cumulative effect of a lot of marketing strategies 

is that most companies already use. I see it as the end result of very very well executed branding. 

So it is the end result of content marketing, and social selling, and paid distribution, and branding, 

and like a visual identity… it is the overall effect of a lot of things that you need to have in a 

marketing department.” (…) “it is a marketing effect.” 

Johanna: “Honestly I think a really good marketing strategy is selling… you know is not necessarily 

selling what you are not, but you know in a really good marketing strategy you can pretend to be 

something as a company that you're not necessarily. But thought leadership is way more solid.” 

Marcus: “There is no marketing more cost effective than thought leadership. It is the most cost-

effective out there by far.” 

Mårten: “I would say they (marketing and thought leadership) go hand and hand.” 

Mikko: “But one of the most important issues we had was about this connection between content 

marketing, social marketing, social sales and thought leadership, because they obviously are 

connected concepts… or not concepts, but they are connected phenomena.” 

Rasmus: “I think that there's a very strong part of being a thought leader which is marketing and 

I feel like again that goes back to my opinion that 50% of thought leadership is communicating 

and telling. And communicating and telling is a traditional marketing thing. So I feel like they go 

very much hand in hand.” 

Stine: “thought leadership in the business context is marketing.” 

 

Marketing is a very broad concept, and in order to pinpoint how marketing relates to thought 

leadership, some areas of marketing have been filtered out during the research process. Branding, 

social media marketing, and the aspect of visibility, in general, are some of the aspects that relate 

closest to thought leadership. 
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Brand and branding 

Branding is challenging to differentiate because is very closely related to thought leadership. 

Thought leadership is understood as being, to some extent, a secondary branch to branding. It is 

part of what a brand stands for and thus its branding, but thought leadership is not recognized as 

being the core element of a brand’s branding strategy. It is a component that builds upon branding 

and needs to be aligned with the brand’s core branding. 

 

Steen: “where it becomes a challenge exactly is to find the difference between thought leadership 

and a brand.” 

Emil: “something like branding I would say is very much a synonym to it (thought leadership) in 

my world” 

Alberto: “So… maybe I am mistaken, but I would say that thought leadership is part of branding 

but it's not necessary all the branding. Branding is to generate a great impression of the brand 

everywhere, but it does not require to be an expert, because you can have a great brand but not 

be perceive as a thought leader. So again, I think it is a very thin line, and they are all inter-

connected and integrated with each other but I would say the main difference is again to be able 

to add value from the industry perspective, from the knowledge of the field, rather than creating 

a sense of “this is my brand, this is what we do”. So obviously branding has components of thought 

leadership as well, or at least thought leadership helps building good branding.” 

Rasmus: “I feel like thought leadership of a company is very much like branding… (…) So it's kind 

of like an additional brand to the brand.” 

Jesper: “So what is your position and of course that needs to be aligned with whatever brand 

position you have already. It might be a branding exercise, but it's not what's defining your brand… 

You know, you need to have a brand. What is your brand?  And it needs to be in line with the 

(brand)…” 

 

Social media 

When talking about what channels to publish on, it was mentioned earlier that one should be where 

its audience is. Social networking sites are recognized as being “places” where every type of 
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audience spends time, making social media marketing relevant for the component of 

communication.  

 

Emil: “Yeah I think that comes back to actually getting your message out there… and social media 

are a very important part of that. (…) I mean everyone is as social media so if you can just filter for 

the right audience like Facebook, LinkedIn or Pinterest or whatever… is probably the place to start 

building your audience first and then once it is built you can maybe focus more on the blog or 

whatever.” 

Marcus: “Step two is taking that content, putting it out there for the world to see by publishing it 

on your site, in your newsletter, on YouTube, on Facebook, on LinkedIn…” (…) “That is the process 

and that amplifies it dramatically. That's were social comes into play.” 

Mårten: “But I would say where you spread your communication and where people find it are 

usually social channels, which is not weird since social channels are where people spend most of 

their time on.” 

Alberto: “they need to see your value every time they go on their social networks…” 

 

Visibility 

Communication drills down to being visible to the audience you deem relevant. Visibility is a part of 

communication, both as a necessity to a successful communication strategy but also a result of it. 

 

Alberto: “And also you need to get this value out to your audience, so you need visibility, which 

can take the form of events or using social networks… you need to be present everywhere so you 

can show your expertise to your relevant audience. I think that is the key.” 

 

Teaching 

Teaching is recognized as a part of communication. Thought leadership incorporates components 

of teaching, which relate back to the aspect of “knowledge sharing”, which is conferred in greater 

detail in the value section. Where a thought leader differs from a typical teacher lies in what is being 

taught – to some extent – in that thought leadership should involve some degree of and not only 

repeated knowledge. 
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Alberto: “I think thought leadership has an important component of a teacher, because at the end 

of the day to teach is to try showing people, or try creating an idea in the on the mind of the of 

the people who are hearing you…” 

Emil: “he's aiming at being the best teacher in the world and also going back to what you said 

before: that is leadership. And that is also thought leadership” 

Marcus: “In other words, anybody you consider a teacher. Especially in the business context, about 

that product or service that you're looking for, that you feel is guiding you.” 

Mårten: “you could say that a thought leader is a teacher, but maybe not in the same way as a 

school teacher. In the case of a school teacher it is usually about repeating what someone else 

said, not always, but still. A thought leader should be breaking new grounds and opening up new 

ideas and thoughts, and not repeating the words of others. You can take old ideas but you have 

to make them new or find a new angle to be perceived as a thought leader.” 

Mikko: “I would agree a lot (that a thought leader is a teacher)” 

Stine: “I think a thought leader is very much a teacher, and you can say it's a premier… if you don't 

help people and you don't share knowledge or your thoughts, you're not a thought leader.” 

 

One aspect that is deemed important to mention as well is that, as with teaching, thought leadership 

involves a high degree of responsibility. 

 

Stine: “Yeah, I would say that's being a thought leader comes with great responsibility.” 

Stine: “Again about the responsibility part… knowing that you share knowledge you need to be 

aware of the fact that people look up to you for answers inspiration and motivation: they might 

use that knowledge to take action in somewhere. You're obviously not responsible for their actions 

but I think you should think twice before pushing stuff out through whatever channel.” 

 

Communication vessel 

When communicating, one needs a sender, a message, a delivery channel and a receiver. The 

targeted audience is the receiver, the delivery channels have been prior approached, and the 

message is explained in greater detail in the value section, but what about the sender? This aspect 
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received a variety of answers, but there is a general tendency from the participants toward 

recognizing the communication vessel as a person. It can be one person, or it can be multiple people, 

but the general view is that, even though it can be a mix between the company and its people, the 

people are more trusted by the audience, when communicating a message. Nevertheless, while this 

might be a preference from a majority of participants, companies that are recognized as thought 

leading by the participants do not all follow this communication strategy. While there is so strict 

rule regarding the communication vessel, it ought to be chosen, based on the company’s 

communication strategy regarding thought leadership.  

 

Emil: “It's definitely a mix (people and the company), but that is something that I I'm struggling 

with as well, to define this clearly, because it very much depends…” 

Johanna: “actually I think it is on both levels (people and company level). I even think it influences 

one another” 

Marcus: “Well in a perfect world it is both (people and company), right?” 

Alberto: “I think I think it's a mix and obviously it will depend on every company, because obviously 

people are a key pillar of thought leadership, because at the end of the day you trust people… you 

don't really rely on companies or brands or names.” 

Mårten: “I think it's probably different from company to company, so this is also what I mean with 

thought leadership and thought leaders… sometimes I would probably say that a person could be 

more less anyone at the company - could be a spokesperson for that company or a marketing 

manager or a CEO - it really could be any person being the voice of the company, and if the voice 

of that company drills down to an individual and that individual leaves then that person brings a 

big piece of that company's voice with him or her. But it could be anyone. I don't think it is defined 

down to a role, but I think that thought leadership in general can be drilled down in different kind 

of functions in a company and around those functions it is usually the individuals spreading a 

message” 

Steen: “my gut feeling tells me it is person based” 

Stine: “To me I would say no…  they can position themselves as thought leaders but ultimately you 

can only have people to convey the message. Then they can be a thought leader. You can push out 

a thought leader piece, but if the people that are going to make it live and interact with other 
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people - if you cannot detect the authenticity - the sparkle in their eyes, the belief and what they 

are trying to share, then I don't think you can. Companies are dead things, but a company can 

position itself as a thought leader yes.” 

Mikko: “It is the person. if I have to choose between the two, it is certainly the person” 

 

To summarize, communication is the transmission of a message from a company, through channels 

towards a receiver. Bluntly speaking, if no one knows about what you thought lead in, no one can 

follow your thoughts, and no thought leadership can exist. 

 

The second component of thought leadership is value. This component, sometimes implied and 

sometimes mentioned directly, is another key component of thought leadership.  

 

Alberto: “the first touchpoint or the first interaction in the relationship is done by adding value 

rather than trying to sell something” (…) “You don't talk about your own product, you just talk 

about some topics that concerns to people and try to add value.” 

Marcus: “it is anybody that you feel gives you value about that thing that you are considering or 

want to know about” 

Mikko: “new ideas I can use in my work, in my consulting, when I am helping my clients. I mean, 

doing better digital marketing, yeah… basically I only follow people whose content is useful for me 

personally.” 

Stine: “Thought leaders are the ones that are focusing on the relevance, the value, and offering 

either their own reflections arguments and opinions, or sharing content or knowledge.” 

Jesper: “You can't be a thought leader unless you're genuinely giving people something of value.” 

Steen: “I think the main thing is consistency and that it (thought leadership) is value based.” 

Mårten: “Of course, you can be recognized as a thought leader but in the end I guess it is what 

you communicate that is the foundation of thought leadership.” 

 

Result 1.2: Insights into the value component 

Value can mean something different to every single person, which becomes clear from the 

participants’ inputs. Even though they all see “value” as a main component of thought leadership, 
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they all have slightly different ideas of what type of value they want to get from a thought leader. 

Nevertheless, there are ideas that are recurrent across participants. The following is by no means 

an exhaustive list of what a thought leader should provide as value, but rather an observation of 

what the participants tend to be looking for. The following is about understanding common 

denominators to value.  

 

Knowledge sharing 

For something to be valuable to an audience it needs to be relevant, bringing an audience forward 

in their thinking or answering their questions. Knowledge sharing is an aspect of value that is 

identified as relevant across all participants. All participants see value as some kind of shared 

knowledge, whether it be expertise, new knowledge or inspiration, stemming from the two.  

 

Stine: “it is the knowledge sharing part that is important.” 

Jesper: “You need to be generous. It's about giving you can’t hold back on the knowledge. You 

need to share it with the world.” 

Marcus: “in order for us to be the most trusted voice, we have to teach the world what we know, 

but each of us is an expert - I don't know what you know you don't know what I know - so we each 

have to be willing to share that with the world, and if you're willing to do that individually, then 

the collective will benefit.” 

Mårten: “I would say sharing knowledge, and in some way new knowledge, but it can also be just 

a different angle to something people already know.” 

 

Nevertheless, the key aspect here is that this knowledge ought to be valuable to the audience. For 

the knowledge to be valuable it ought to originate in consumer needs and should aim at problem 

solving and helping the audience, and not promoting and talking about the companies’ products. 

 

Rasmus: “you can be a thought leader within very many different levels and basically anything 

that people actually care about, or need a solution to, or do in their day-to-day or their 

professional life you can be a thought leader on” 

Stine: “I would say yes, but mostly it based on relevance and value.” 
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Emil: “that is a very important point: that if you want to seem more genuine, or truly be more 

genuine, you have to look beyond your own products and consider all the options they are to 

solving whatever problem it is you're trying to help solve.” 

Mårten: “When looking at thought leaders, I believe that their audience are looking for some 

answers and the idea is that the thought leaders should be providing you with those answers, even 

may be providing the questions and the answers to these questions.” 

Steen: “It is something that is worth going the extra mile because you will have a mental 

experience that is above the ordinary.” 

 

Expertise 

Expertise is considered an essential aspect of knowledge sharing. Either because the knowledge is 

shared by subject matter experts or because it is extensively in-depth knowledge that is made 

available to the audience. This type of expert knowledge is aimed at helping the audience know 

more and become experts themselves. Learning from the best tends to also make that knowledge 

more valuable, as it is shared by a trusted source.  

 

Alberto: “So basically, I think you should be sharing what you are an expert in. Just don't pretend 

to be an expert if you are not, so do you need to be obviously knowledgeable.” 

Emil: “expert knowledge on specific fields like how to do advanced things within this industry.” 

Johanna: “I think thought leadership is also about sharing the expertise that you have gained or 

the experience and knowledge that you have gained during the process of becoming a thought 

leader as a company and share it with other companies for the greater good, and for addressing 

the problem that you are feeling that has to be addressed.” 

Marcus: “there are individual experts within those spaces that we consider thought leaders.” 

Rasmus: “I feel like they should be experts” 

Steen: “it depends on the subject matter but very often you kind of have the fact that thought 

leadership and expertise are tied together, in a sense because thought leadership is using a specific 

area or skill sets in a new way, or in a better way. So there has to be a subject matter that you're 

an expert on…  nobody is a thought leader on everything. Most people will be narrow thought 

leaders.” 
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New knowledge 

New knowledge is an additional aspect of knowledge sharing. The knowledge shared ought to be 

new in some fashion, whether it is completely new and innovative knowledge or simply a new way 

of interpreting or looking at already existing knowledge. This new knowledge is where the 

differentiation between “just” an expert and a thought leader lies: to think things first. This is the 

type of knowledge that gives value to an audience, pushes an industry forward and makes a thought 

leader worth following, from the audience’s perspective. 

 

Mårten: “I would say sharing knowledge, and in some way new knowledge, but it can also be just 

a different angle to something people already know.” (…) “So usually yes, what thought leaders 

are usually doing is that they are helping and opening up and paving new ways to look at things, 

and helping.” 

Emil: “Again innovation is still important, or industry insights or new developments within the 

industry… that would be often intriguing. (…) And then there is the whole “thought” thought 

leadership: the new ways of considering something, (…) the content that tries to push us towards 

doing something better or smarter or more fair, or whatever they want to push.” 

Jesper: “Now true thought leadership is to actually create new knowledge that didn't exist before. 

So you're moving your industry, or whatever it might be, somewhere new.” 

Mikko: “His blog is also always great, and he has lots of original content… while sometimes the 

ideas are not all novelties but still the combination of ideas is always unique to him.” 

Steen: “A thought leader is somebody that basically thinks new things first. The thought leaders’ 

thoughts are ahead of other people's thinking.” (…) “it is stuff that defines new borders on the way 

we are thinking or breaks the rules on the way we are thinking. So it is either pushing it to 

something new or destroying something that is blocked.” 

 

Solution focused 

Thought leadership stems from the value provided to the audience. Hence the focus ought to lie on 

a solution-focused approached, instead of the usual product-focused approach that companies 

promote. This solution-focused approach aims at helping the audience answer their questions and 
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do away with their doubts, and at bringing their thinking forward. The products can be intertwined 

with the solution content presented but should absolutely not be the main focus, only peripheral 

among a wide set of solutions. 

 

Alberto: “But again, if we talk about product, I think that's a mistake… but if you have a strategy 

around thought leadership, I think it should be more about the topic, the concept, rather than the 

product. More about the kind or problem the company is trying to solve and become an expert on 

that. The approach is different. One is more about being an expert in the product, its functionalities 

and so on, and how we solve the problems of the customer with these functionalities. That’s typical 

marketing. And thought leadership should be more about creating brand awareness from the 

expert of the topic perspective, and you should not talk about your product.” 

Emil: “And it doesn't have anything to do with their company or their products specifically, but it 

has to do with VELUX being a thought leader on better indoor climate.” (…) “And it doesn't 

necessarily have to be with their products and that is a very important point: that if you want to 

seem more genuine, or truly be more genuine, you have to look beyond your own products and 

consider all the options they are to solving whatever problem it is you're trying to help solve.” 

Johanna: “they (companies in an industry she recognizes as thought leaders) have identified this 

specific problem and address it together.” 

Mårten: “I would say that thought leadership is more… you're looking at the practice of not 

pushing products but pushing outcomes to the people.” 

Rasmus: “You can be a thought leader within very many different levels and basically anything 

that people actually care about, or need a solution to, or do in their day-to-day or their 

professional life you can be a thought leader on.” 

 

Inspiration 

To be a thought leader also means to inspire. Even though expertise and new knowledge are at the 

heart of the value component, inspiration is an aspect that is recognized to count as well – 

inspiration to do better, differently or even just to take action.  
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Mikko: “for example for me obviously people like Simo and Avinash, and others like them, are 

thought leaders, because I constantly learning new things from them, and I trust them and find 

their talks inspiring.” 

Rasmus: “you get a new approach or a new way of doing something that may have been done a 

million times before. So that's what I get out of it personally, is maybe inspired to look at a problem 

with a different solution or take a different angle at it” 

Stine: “I think it is a conveyance of knowledge, of specialized knowledge, and the intention behind 

it is to touch move and inspire other people with what you know.” 

Mårten: “So… it could be a person or a company that is providing inspiration around outcomes 

and not products.” 

Jesper: “So in my opinion it needs to be… you need to, ideally, move someone somewhere with 

your thinking.” 

Steen: “being a person people turn to for inspiration and insights in relations to changing their 

thinking and moving it forward” “(…) “the ability to inspire and to make people think more than is 

there, or get them to think to the next step and knowing that you'll open some doors that's weren’t 

there before. Mental doors, right? Making people aware of the fact that the world is bigger and 

much more complex and interesting than they actually thought. So, thought leadership is basically, 

I think, reflected in the ability to lead other people's thinking. In the sense that it is taking people's 

thinking somewhere else.” 

 

To move one’s thinking to new boundaries relates closely with all three aspects: expertise, new 

knowledge and inspiration. All these are based in knowledge, which is the common denominator 

behind the component of value. 

 

Result 1.3: Insights into the trust component 

The third key component of thought leadership is trust. All participants recognized trust as one of 

the most important components of thought leadership. To see the company as trustworthy and to 

be able to trust the company are parts of what make a person give or withhold the status of thought 

leader toward a business. 
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Alberto: “I would say that the most important thing, again, is to have someone who is authentic, 

not someone who pretends to be.” 

Emil: “I would always come back to trust as being the most important part of thought leadership.” 

Marcus: “I say it starts with trust. When you're the thought leader you say our obsession is to 

become the most trusted voice in your place.” 

Mårten: “A thought leader is definitely someone your trust. I think to be perceived as a thought 

leader, I think you also need to be perceived as trustworthy.  I think that is a very important part 

of being a thought leader.” 

Steen: “It (trust) is absolutely important” 

Stine: “I think it (trust) is essential. It is the core.” 

 

Trust is a very personal thing – whom one trusts, how one comes to trust and how one keeps 

trusting. Trust is a very delicate and personal component, and thus difficult to aggregate, but some 

aspects have been recurrent across participants on how to gain trust or to be seen as trustworthy. 

Namely authenticity, credibility, proof, corporate social responsibility, transparency and trust by 

association. 

 

Authenticity 

To be authentic means to do what you say and say what you do. To be honest and genuine in your 

words and actions. To be authentic necessitates that there is no disguise, that what you say and 

stand for is real, which is why authenticity generates trust. 

 

Alberto: “again, you need to generate trust. And if you are not authentic, you will not be perceived 

as a as an expert” (…) “thought leadership needs to be genuine, as I said before, needs to be 

authentic” 

Johanna: “absolutely important. I mean that is probably what I have been trying to describe... I 

mean you are a thought leader so you are authentic, and I think only if you are authentic you can 

actually be a thought leader because that is when you really do the things that make you a thought 

leader.” 
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Steen: “So trustworthiness is really tied to authenticity. The people need to know who you are and 

what you stand for” 

Mikko: “It is another difficult concept the authenticity. I don’t think you can really be recognized 

as a thought leader if you are not really saying what you really think, and what you mean and 

what you believe in.” 

 

Proof 

In a world of fake news, proof goes a long way to generate trust. Proof can take many forms, but 

numbers and hard facts will go a long way for a business to be seen as trustworthy. 

 

Rasmus: “In an optimal world that be some actual published research so that there be some very 

hard concrete evidence behind it and even better is if there's some counter research” 

 

Social proof 

Another type of proof, while not as exact as numerical proof, is social proof. People online are 

vetting companies, people and the content they publish. Hence when a large number of people 

follow and engage with a company’s or person’s content, this yields what is called social proof. While 

social proof is not necessarily real proof of thought leadership, it can at least make people more 

intrigued, or more apt to look into what you have to say. It should also be noted here that thought 

leadership, like any type of leadership, exists when there is a group of people following your 

leadership. Social proof taps into this aspect of “followership”. 

 

Alberto: “Yeah, I would say that it (social proof) could help you to identify, it could be like a factor 

to help you identify someone that is recognized as a thought leader, but I would say that is not 

necessarily the only component that I could be used to measure that.” 

Mårten: “It can validate and probably lead to the step of investigating more about what this 

person has said and done before, so it can have an effect, but I would not say it is one of the most 

important measurements for me. I have seen so many examples of people with a lot of followers 

and with nothing good to say.” 
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Steen: “But again it is defined by social proof, in the sense that if other people do not pick up your 

idea, or on your thinking then you're not really a thought leader.” 

Stine: “to me thought leadership is about touching, moving and inspiring people, and it can be on 

a 1 and 1 level, but it can also be with a followership of a million people on Instagram.” 

Mikko: “I would just answer by saying it doesn’t really matter if you are thought leader for 10 

people. It might matter if you are recognized by 100 people, but if you have something like 1000 

people believing in what you are saying, then we maybe could speak about proper thought 

leadership.” 

Steen: “The thought leaders’ thoughts are ahead of other people's thinking.  But other people will 

catch up and that is kind of them being the leader, that you are in front and other people are 

following.  You can also think things that other people are not thinking but if they're not moving 

in your direction you are just a mental case.  The same thing applies you can have original thinking 

but if you don't have the followership you are not a leader, then you are a lunatic, or an eccentric 

or something else.  Thought leadership is probably defined by social proof…  so having these other 

people validating your thinking…” 

 

Credibility  

Credibility is another aspect of trust. To be credible is to be seen as unbiased, and an unbiased 

opinion is deemed necessary to make one’s word be believable and trustworthy. 

 

Mårten: “He got hired by HubSpot. But it is not credible, because he has always been reviewing 

different kind of marketing technologies, and he has always been open and honest about what he 

believes about the marketing tech out there. And because he didn’t work for any of these 

companies, and always been reviewing the world from a neutral perspective, and he has been 

building this marketing technology landscape in which different marketing technologies should be 

fitted in different kind of positions. But the second he got hired by one of them, I believe that 

maybe his voice got less credible and I don’t think that the company that hired him reaped the 

benefits of having him either” – based on the example of the person from Chief Martek that 

Mårten saw as thought leader. 
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Social responsibility 

To take action and to take responsibility to act towards the greater good of the society shows that 

the company – and the people behind it – have a moral compass. Generally speaking, actions are 

trusted more than words, thus making it easier to trust companies that prove to have business and 

social ethics. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) can take many forms, but companies that “do 

good” gain people’s trust more easily than companies that exploit people and the environment to 

increase their profits.  

 

Johanna: “so thought leadership in the B2B context... I think that describes a process where 

businesses think ahead of challenges that we face today and do take care of the bigger picture, of 

the biggest social picture, or even environmental picture” 

Mårten: “I mean yes it goes back to for the kind of Superhero synonym, that you want to put 

people on a pedestal, and to do that you want for them to be good. I have seen few thought 

leaders that are villains. They usually want to position themselves as heroes, so yes in the end that 

is usually what you see. But I think it is more because people want to hear those kinds of things, 

because whatever we want to engage with, we want to engage with people that are doing things 

for the greater good.” 

Stine: “I think it is good and becoming more relevant these days as reputation matters more and 

more. You being a decent human being or a company with good values matters more.” 

 

Transparency  

Transparency. This is where the thin line between thought leadership and marketing lies. Marketing 

tends to be perceived as “shady”, due to a perceived lack of transparency on the consumer’s side, 

and a high mistrust towards marketers (Frost, 2018). Thought leadership, on the other hand requires 

a high level of transparency towards the consumer, since thought leadership is highly reliant on 

trust as well as the trustworthiness of a business.  

 

Emil: “I agree very much and I think that it (transparency) is a key aspect actually.” 
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Johanna: “I feel like the transparency in reporting a lot of things that you're working on and 

reporting the things that have to go in either a corporate sustainability reports, or in the annual 

report creates a lot of trust.” 

Mårten: “transparency goes hand-in-hand with what we talked about: honesty. So when you are 

being transparent and open up yourself, and when you open up the company and become more 

transparent, it is easier to trust you and therefore it is one of the cornerstones in thought 

leadership as well.” 

 

To be transparent also means to be transparent about one’s agenda. Having an agenda tends to be 

perceived as negative, especially in relation to marketing, where the consumer’s money or data is 

perceived to be more important than the value the consumer receives. To have an agenda as 

thought leader – or having an agenda with being a thought leader – is acceptable, as long as it is 

communicated transparently. It is important to be transparent about it, because the moment 

consumers think there is a hidden agenda, this is where their trust evaporates. As trust is needed 

for thought leadership, this is where thought leadership evaporates as well. Perception is important. 

 

Emil: “If it seems like you have a hidden agenda, even if you don't, that evaporates trust 

immediately” 

Mårten: “I think there are very few people without an agenda, or very few companies without an 

agenda. There is always an agenda for everything, regardless if you are the Red Cross, if you are 

a content marketeer, if you work for a car company, there is always some sort of agenda. I mean 

even Jesus was a thought leader, but he also had an agenda, he was also selling something. There 

is always some sort of agenda, the only difference is how people perceive that agenda, if they 

accept it or don't accept it.” 

Steen: “It is the moment that people start thinking you have another agenda. Then you go from 

being a thought leader to being a marketeer or a manipulator.” 
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Association 

To be trusted by or associated with an organization or entity that is already recognized as 

trustworthy increases the likelihood of gaining trust from other parties. This aspect is understood 

as “trust by association”. 

 

Emil: “I believe you can probably borrow a degree of thought leadership from other thought 

leaders just by association.” 

Johanna: “recognition by the right institutions or businesses who themselves have a credibility of 

being a thought leader in the field, or in a different field.  But you know have a general credibility 

with their actions.  So I think that is why a lot of the companies do partner with non-businesses 

partners like the World Economic Forum or other UN institutions, or whatever you're looking at, 

because it might be easier for people to understand, or they are potentially more recognized as 

thought leaders themselves because they are think tanks or…  You know they are governmental 

structures that are already recognized as a place where thought leadership comes from because 

that is what they are working on and if you are then associated with them as a company and 

recognized as a thought leaders by these institutions, that gives you a lot of credibility.” 

 

Earned status 

Trust is earned and so is the status of thought leadership. You can’t buy it and you can’t take it for 

yourself, it is something that is earned and given, which is what makes it so hard to get, but also 

valuable.  

 

Steen: “there is this wonderful quote, and the only quote I can remember from Margaret Thatcher, 

and that in this context I would kind of rewrite, where she says “if you have to sell people you’re a 

lady you probably aren't”. And the same thing with thought leadership is that if you have to tell 

people you are a thought leader you're probably not. In the sense that it is other people come on 

it is up to other people to define your thoughts as interesting and leading.” 

Stine: “It (thought leader) is an earned status.” 

Mårten: “in the end it is the people that will tell who will be the thought leaders” 
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Alberto: “I would say that it's a pretty good statement. (that thought leadership is given not 

taken)” 

 

The following graphic is drawn from the coding software NVivo and offers a visualization of the three 

pillar components and how they, combined, describe thought leadership. It is important to note 

that only the amount of text coded in each section is taken into account to “weight” each 

component in this graph, and not the emphasis the participants have put on it. For example, while 

trust here is shown as the smallest components, the participants all stated that trust was imperative. 

In other words, the pillar of trust wasn’t necessarily spoken about, over a long period of time, but 

those interviewed had strong and precise opinions about it that they were able to articulate in a 

shorter amount of time. This aspect is not reflected in the following visualization.   

 

 

Graphic 1: Components of thought leadership - NVivo visualization based on coded input. 
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To summarize, trust is a personal affair, and it isn’t an easy affair to be deemed a trusted business. 

Nevertheless, companies can earn their audience’s trust by conducting ethical and transparent 

business, and by carefully choosing who they associate with. In the end, it is similar to being a decent 

human being and being honest about your actions; similar rules apply to businesses and their 

conduct of business and communication. 

 

To summarize, the essence of thought leadership lies within its components, which are trust, 

communication and value. All three need to be present for thought leadership to exist. A thought 

leader is thus trustworthy, a good communicator and valuable to its audience. 

 

Result 2.0: The interplay between C, V and T.  

 

Three components need to be in place for a business to become a thought a leader, namely 

communication, value and trust. This next section is dedicated to exploring whether these three 

components are related and, if so, what type of relation links them.  

 

Based on the interview responses, it became evident that there are connections between all three 

components. Let’s start with the connection between value and communication. While the 

respondents do not directly state the type of relations between the two components, it can be 

interpreted that value is needed for communication, because value is the message communicated. 

This indicates that value is a prerequisite for communication, in the context of thought leadership. 

Nevertheless, these components do not only have a one-way connection from value to 

communication. These components also relate in another way, namely that communication is 

needed in order for value to exist in the audience’s mind. Communication is critical as a vehicle to 

make value known, and thus value is dependent on communication. In other words, communication 

is necessary for value to be perceived by the audience, as they cannot get any value if they don’t 

know it exists. This is a dynamic relationship, as both need to be fostered in order to ultimately work 

toward thought leadership. 
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While these relations are results that are aggregated from an overall overview of all participant’s 

interviews, the following quotes partly reflect both relations between communication and value. 

 

Mårten: “I guess without communication it is hard to be a thought leader. Of course, you can be 

recognized as a thought leader but in the end I guess it is what you communicate that is the 

foundation of thought leadership.” 

Emil: “You can have a ton of expertise within a company but if it's not communicated and 

distributed to the right people in the right form, then you won't have thought leadership” 

Steen: “If you sit alone with your thoughts then you're not really leading anything. So, sharing is 

the heart of leadership: you have to be open and actually spread the gospel.” 

Mikko: “And it is based on what you think and publish, and what you are talking about in public. 

I think those are probably the most important aspects.” 

Johanna: “I think thought leadership is also about sharing the expertise that you have gained or 

the experience and knowledge that you have gained during the process of becoming a thought 

leader as a company and share it with other companies for the greater good, and for addressing 

the problem that you are feeling that has to be addressed. So the sharing is really important.” 

Alberto: “But it is important to have the knowledge and to be able to communicate it in a way 

that people will (a.) understand it and retain information and (b.) it needs to be useful for them.” 

 

Continuing with the relation between value and trust. When talking about trust, all participants 

seemed to imply that there are both intangible as well as tangible elements to it. This sheds light on 

the fact that value is needed for trust, because trust is partly based on the value that is offered from 

a business to its audience. This indicates that value is a prerequisite for trust. However, similarly to 

value and communication, the connection between value and trust is a connection going in two 

directions. Trust is necessary for the value to be deemed positively by the audience, and thus value 

is dependent on trust. If they do not trust the entity issuing the value, the value loses its 

trustworthiness, and thus value doesn’t exist in the audience’s mind. This is also a dynamic 

relationship, as both need to be fostered in order to ultimately work toward thought leadership. 
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While these relations are results that are aggregated from an overall overview of all participant’s 

interviews, the following quotes – while not explicitly – reflect to some extent the relations between 

the two components. 

 

Emil: “that is a very important point: that if you want to seem more genuine, or truly be more 

genuine, you have to look beyond your own products and consider all the options there are to 

solving whatever problem it is you're trying to help solve.” 

Mikko: “for example for me obviously people like Simo and Avinash, and others like them, are 

thought leaders, because I constantly learning new things from them, and I trust them and find 

their talks inspiring.” 

Alberto: “I mean you need to be honest. I mean that the value comes from the honesty, from the 

trust as I said.” 

Marcus: “it is anybody that you feel gives you value about that thing that you are considering or 

want to know about. In other words, anybody you consider a teacher. Especially in the business 

context, about that product or service that you're looking for, that you feel is guiding you.  That's 

a thought leader, and if they're good you will trust them, and if you trust them then that authority 

just grows and generally the audience grows with it rights? So, to me that is the whole idea.” 

Mårten: “I think being an expert…  or at least in a way I believe you need to master the subject 

that you're talking about.  You need to be able to be trustworthy and unless you really know a 

subject it is very hard to bring value from it, or at least to talk about it in a way that other people 

haven't heard before or haven't seen through that angle.” 

Rasmus: “No, I feel like if it is if I'm trusting them it's based on numbers and research.” 

 

Continuing with the relation between communication and trust. This connection is stated, by the 

participants, in a more direct fashion than the other relations. Communication and trust are 

connected in the way that communication is necessary for trust, because no one can trust 

something they don’t know about, and they can only know it through communication. This indicates 

that communication is a prerequisite for trust. These components also relate in another way, which 

is that trust is necessary for communication to be effective. With the massive amount of 

communication a person is faced with every day, communication from an untrustworthy source is 



 - 47 - 

ignored (Godin, 2008) and thus communication is dependent on trust. This relationship is dynamic, 

as both need to be fostered in order to ultimately work toward thought leadership. 

These results are an interpretation from the aggregate content from the participants’ interviews, 

but the following quotes indicate the relationship between communication and, to some extent. 

 

Marcus: “in order for us to be the most trusted voice, we have to teach the world what we know, 

but each of us is an expert - I don't know what you know you don't know what I know - so we each 

have to be willing to share that with the world, and if you're willing to do that individually, then 

the collective will benefit.” 

Alberto: “So basically, I think you should be sharing what you are an expert in. Just don't pretend 

to be an expert if you are not, so do you need to be obviously knowledgeable.” 

Stine: “I think content wise by pushing a lot of consistent content out there that is relevant, 

valuable and helpful, on a consistent basis. Not trying to shove up for sale down somebody's 

throat. You need to teach them, you need to facilitate learning and inspiration.  and then I think if 

you are that relevant thought leader that they need to some point, they will remember you they 

will trust you, and they will potentially buy what you want to sell them.” 

Emil: “Hubspot for example as a brand is definitely a thought leader and I found them in many 

different ways but often it is the individual people that I found to be the most trustworthy, I 

stumbled upon them in blog posts and stuff.” 

 

These results express that thought leadership can only exist when the three pillar components – 

and their dynamic relationships – exist. 

 

Result 3.0: The feedback loop; thought leadership is self-enhancing 

 

There is another dynamic relationship that ought to be addressed, which is the relationship between 

the three pillar components of thought leadership and the status of thought leader. Once a business 

is recognized as a thought leader, the continuous efforts toward creating value, trust and 

communication are enhanced, meaning that thought leadership is self-enhancing. In a similar way 

to the dynamic relationship the components have between each other, the three components have 
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a dynamic relationship to thought leadership as well. Comparable to an upward cyclical movement, 

once thought leadership is established, it enhances and increases the rest of the components, which 

then increases thought leadership even more, which then enhance the three pillar components 

once more. And the cycle continues. In other words, thought leadership is an iterative process. This 

result is an interpretation from the aggregate content from the participants’ interviews, these two 

quotes from Marcus Sheridan indicate this iterative process, to some extent.  

 

Marcus: “So it starts with trust. Now, why trust? Because we buy from those we know, like and 

trust. that has been around since well hundreds of years probably: we buy from those we know, 

like and trust. And if we don't show our people how are they going to know us? and if they don't 

know or people how can they like us? if we don't teach the world how can they trust us? So when 

we do that, it equate to sales and so this is a philosophy centered around trust that leads to sales 

and happens to benefit marketing.” 

(…) 

 

Victoria: “So how exactly does that concretely benefit to the company that wants to be a thought 

leader? beside the sales part that is...” 

Marcus: “Well that's where it all ends, or even begins, right? There doesn't need to be a better 

reason than that. (laughs) I mean everything you do that is positive for company leads to more 

sales.  It just does.  So it's going to induce more trust because more people are going to see you, 

more people see you so you have more leads, more leads equals more sales appointments, more 

business, more referrals, more customers, more revenue… And the more revenue you have, the 

more you can give back to the world. Circle of life: it’s beautiful!  The more revenue you have, the 

better videos you can do, the more content manager you can have, the more videographers you 

can have, and no need to be to be thinking “I don't know if we can afford this person because you 

can”. Do you see the value in it yet?” 
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Result 4.0: Thought leadership is not static 

 

Additionally, thought leadership is not static. It is a dynamic process that needs to be in constant 

motion to exist. Publishing once and giving value once isn’t enough to become a thought leader. To 

be consistent in publishing and in sharing value is key. This holds true both for becoming a thought 

leader and for remaining one. Thought leadership is based on long-haul planning and execution. It 

takes time and requires consistency and frequency. 

 

Alberto: “You need to be consistent, you need to be creating a habit in these people’s minds, which 

you can do through articles, or videos, or webinars… anything really. But you need to create a 

habit, they need to see your value every time they go on their social networks… and that is also 

the way you start getting feedback as well, whether what you are doing is valuable or more of the 

same etc. I think that is the basic process to start creating a thought leadership from a company 

perspective.” 

Marcus: “Anybody can be a one hit wonder, right? But what makes you become that long-term 

thought leader in your space, is you do it longer and more consistently and persistently than 

anybody else. Again, often times the ones that become the thought leader aren't the smartest, 

but they just pay attention extremely well and they do it longer than everybody else.” 

Mårten: “I think it is (consistency being important to thought leadership). you at least need to 

have an area in which you talk about. I think being an expert… or at least in a way I believe you 

need to master the subject that you're talking about. you need to be able to be trustworthy and 

unless you really know a subject it is very hard to bring value from it, or at least to talk about it in 

a way that other people haven't heard before or haven't seen through that angle. so of course you 

can get one idea and say something and write one small blog post about something, but to be 

able to deliver thought leadership in a consistent way I believe that you need to master a subject 

and more or less be an expert within it. (…) It is not just about being smart, it is about being 

frequent and out there” 

Steen: “I think the main thing is consistency and that is value based.” 
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Stine: “I think content wise by pushing a lot of consistent content out there that is relevant, 

valuable and helpful, on a consistent basis. Not trying to shove up for sale down somebody's 

throat. You need to teach them, you need to facilitate learning and inspiration, and then I think if 

you are that relevant thought leader that they need to some point, they will remember you they 

will trust you, and they will potentially buy what you want to sell them.” 

 

Result 5.0: C, V and T are also influenced by certain determinants.  

 

Communication, value and trust are necessary for thought leadership to be possible, as is the way 

they relate to and with each other. Certain determinants facilitate the creation and use of these 

three components, namely company and C-level buy-in, company culture, resources and strategy. 

These do not constitute an exhaustive list of the determinants of thought leadership’s pillar 

components, but these determinants are recognized as most relevant. 

 

Buy-in 

To have a company, and especially its management, supporting the long-haul and resource intensive 

process that becoming thought leader requires can make the difference between failure and 

success. Creating value, communicating it and building trust is not just something that “happens”, 

it requires that a multitude of stakeholders work toward a common goal, which is possible when 

there is company and C-level buy in towards thought leadership. 

 

Emil: “If you want to guide the whole company towards it's obviously you need the management 

on board as well.” (…) “if you really want to go into a thought leadership strategy, you need to 

have the top management on board because this is a strategic decision as much as it is a 

marketing decision” 

Jesper: “It takes management buy in and resolution. I mean it needs to be anchored at the C-level. 

It takes persistence, and it takes activities and budgets It doesn't come from nothing. So you need 

C-level to either conceptualize the idea or back up the idea 100%. That's number one.”  (…) “It 

takes company-wide buy-in. Not only C-level but company-wide.” 
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Mårten: “it needs to start from the top to the bottom, from more or less the culture of the 

company, from the leaders in the company or even the founders, or from the management. That 

is just how it is.” 

 

Resources  

Becoming a thought leader is a process that takes time and requires resources and effort. To have 

allocated resources, whether it be the relevant people or a monetary budget, is understood to be a 

determinant to the creation of value and its communication. This ties into the aspect of C-level buy-

in, as the C-level will allow budget allocation toward thought leadership. 

 

Emil: “I also think that the difficulty of doing that is very high and it requires an immense amount 

of resources. It is at least two full time jobs for a person to just do that.” 

Stine: “but I also need to say here that's becoming a thought leader requires a shitload of effort.” 

Jesper: “because to become a true thought leader, it takes a lot of effort, time and resources…” 

 

When talking about resources, time is equally as important. To become a thought leader 

necessitates resources, but it also necessitates time. Thought leadership doesn’t happen overnight. 

It is a long-haul process, based on careful planning. To have this understanding from management 

- that thought leadership takes time - is especially important, so that resources are allocated 

continually, over time, and not just over a couple of months and stopped when no results are seen 

after a short period of time. This again relates to C-level buy-in. 

 

Emil: “it is very much a long-haul strategy, it is not something you can just do over night or over 

the course of one year. It is something that takes probably decades of building a brand towards 

this person within an industry” 

Jesper: “You need to be patient. Like I said before, it takes time” 

 

Strategy 

To have a thought leadership strategy in place is recognized as another determinant of thought 

leadership. To have a goal, a direction and a roadmap on how to reach said goal is understood to be 
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influencing the pillar components of thought leadership. Value, communication and trust are 

influenced by the strategy that lies behind their creation process. 

 

Alberto: “when I was talking about what would be the starting point of our company to generate 

or do to become a thought leader company: I would say that it needs to be pretty well defined 

what you want to achieve with the strategy. It needs to be pretty clear and you need to check this 

strategy again and again and again, because if you make a mistake or create a false impression, 

that is going to be even tougher to take back, and you will probably not generate the impact that 

you want to, but probably the other way around… So I think creativity, communication, 

demonstration… I think everything it's important to consider, but it needs to be well defined and 

planed appropriately.” 

Jesper: “I think that one thing I would say is that building a strategy is crucial (…) You need to have 

a structured strategy and plan for what goals are we trying to achieve, how we're going to achieve 

those goals, how we're going to measure if we are achieving them and if it's giving the impact to 

the business that we're looking for, so I think I'll be extremely important. And that takes a lot of 

hard work but again, you cannot run a business without a business strategy; you can’t run a 

thought leadership program, a successful one, without a plan or strategy.” 

 

Company culture 

A company’s culture affects a multitude of aspects within a company, and it is understood to also 

influence a company’s ability to become a thought leader, due to the fact that a company’s culture 

will influence all three components of thought leadership. Certain characteristics, such as an 

abundant mindset, a certain boldness and a company culture where failure is generally accepted as 

part of growth, are recognized as cultures that foster thought leadership. 

 

Alberto: “I think it’s important because they're at the end of the day the culture of a company 

defines the way that the company behaves and also kind of defines what the strategy is. If you are 

in a company that has this old-school kind of culture, pyramidal kind of organizations, where the 

most important needs to be the CEO from a public perspective, it will be tough to have a person 

like this CEO to be involved in brand awareness from a thought leadership perspective” 



 - 53 - 

Johanna: “so I think it's a lot about the culture that you're fostering in your company, and it should 

be a culture that it is very prone towards failing is ok.” (…) “but if they do not get the environment 

and if they are not supplied with the things they need inside the company, they can never excel to 

that level where the company as a whole becomes a thought leader.” 

Marcus: “I can't really answer this question without mentioning this issue of scarce mentality vs 

abundant mentality. So a lot of businesses have a scarce mentality, they feel like they've got a 

hold everything in, they got to hold in the truth and their employees, and can’t give them the 

opportunity they want and show their faces. They're always afraid that they're gonna lose 

something. That is the scarce mentality. That it won’t to be there tomorrow. Whereas the 

abundance mentality says there is room for everybody on top. There is no such thing as secret 

sauce, and I'm going to tell everybody how we doing it. I'm going to show everybody how we do 

it. I'm going to show everyone my team, my employees. And because of that they're gonna love 

us, and because they love us they're gonna buy stuff from us. That's a mindset, and some 

companies just ain't got it. More companies have a scarce mentality than an abundant one.” 

Mårten: “Yeah I think certain company cultures foster thought leadership, such as company 

cultures that foster creativity and the ability to speak your mind, giving employees freedom can 

foster thought leadership.” (…) “So unless you're foster that culture of transparency, honesty and 

trust, which can of course be scary for a company, with shareholder, that will hold back the ability 

of being looked at as a thought leader.” 

“Victoria: do you think the professional culture of the firm impacts its chances of being a thought 

leader?  

Emil: Highly. 

Victoria: So what type of firm culture is most fruitful?  

Emil: I’d say there has to be a degree of innovation in the firm and some boldness maybe?” 

 

Result 6.0: Leadership aspect of thought leadership 

 

When describing a thought leader, none of the participants use the same descriptors as are seen in 

leadership theories, which deal with the management of people. On the contrary, the participants’ 

inputs imply that thought leadership doesn’t deal with the management of people at all. When 
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describing companies or people they recognize as thought leaders, the participants describe opinion 

leaders or even people and companies that bring their industries further, by sharing expert and new 

knowledge. Not a single time do the participants describe thought leadership as a management 

process, nor do they describe a thought leader as a person/company manging people. A thought 

leader is instead described as a person or a business in a position of leadership in its industry. Some 

describe it as a brand positioning, some as a position of influence, based on an ideology, and many 

describe a thought leader as an inspiring entity, where leadership is based on the sharing of expert 

and new knowledge. All this is to say; there is no management of people in the aspect of leadership 

we look at when exploring thought leadership. 

 

Alberto: “I think thought leadership has an important component of a teacher, because at the end 

of the day to teach is to try showing people, or try creating an idea in the on the mind of the of 

the people who are hearing you…” 

Emil: “I would say it is actually the overall goal that we are always working towards. So thought 

leadership on a very overall scale is very relevant when we are doing content marketing, where it 

is thought leadership as a brand. So when we are working with VELUX we want to make them the 

thought leaders for how to design with daylight, but when we are helping them doing sales 

support we are also building thought leadership for the individual sales people. So we want to 

establish them towards their individual clients as the people to go to when you want to design 

something that has daylight windows in the roof. So it is not just thought leadership as a brand it 

is also thought leadership as individual people.” 

Jesper: “Thought leadership is another definition… it consists of ideas that require attention, that 

offers guidance or clarity that can lead people in unexpected - sometimes contrarian – directions. 

I think that was the point I was making… thought leadership needs to be educational and ideally 

provocative. So the idea is, like what the VP of market said, that thought leadership should consist 

of ideas that require attention that offer guidance of clarity and that can lead people in 

unexpected sometimes contrarian directions. I think that's the important thing here.” 

Steen: “A thought leader is somebody that basically thinks new things first. The thought leaders’ 

thoughts are ahead of other people's thinking.  But other people will catch up and that is kind of 

them being the leader, that you are in front and other people are following.” 
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One aspect that was implied by all participants, and said explicitly by one of them, is that thought 

leadership is based on the willingness to follow. People follow a thought leader willingly: thought 

leadership is an earned status, not a status taken by force.  

 

Steen: “Leadership is basically one of two things, right? Either you follow a leader because you 

fear him and that is not thought leadership. You are afraid of the repercussions and consequences.  

Trump is a great example of a person that leads by fear at least for me. But otherwise you lead by 

inspiring and Trump also does that for the people with the right mentality but further down the 

food chain. So some people following by fear and others follow him because they believed in his 

greatness. But they are not led by his visionary thinking because his thinking isn't really that 

visionary.” 

Stine: “It is an earned status. you push your content out in an owned context, either you strategize 

and you make a Blog or you run a company or you do a social media profile…  I don't know if I 

want to call that owned, because it is built on rented land  but still,  but how people convey you or 

perceive you that is on them, and it is how they perceive you that is ultimately what makes you a 

thought leader.” 

 

To aid in the understanding of the results, the following graphic visualization represents the three 

pillars of thought leadership, the relation between the pillars and how they feed into and out of 

thought leadership.  

 

o Result 1.0: The pillars of thought leadership: C, V and T 

Communication, value and trust are represented on the left side of the graphic via C, V and T 

respectively. The sub-components are not included in the visualization, to allow a simplification of 

the graphic. Nevertheless, they are indirectly present, as they are part of C, V and T.  

All three components are needed for thought leadership (TL in the graphic), which is represented 

by the fact that the circle on the left includes all components, and the arrow towards TL stems from 

the circle that includes all components.  

C, V and T form thought leadership. This causality is represented through the non-dotted arrow. 
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o Result 2.0: The interplay between C, V and T 

The dynamic relations between the pillar components are represented by the arrows between C, V 

and T. The relationships between the pillar components, while similar, are still to some extent 

different from one direction to another, which is why there are two arrows pointing in each 

direction instead of one double arrowed link. 

o Result 3.0: The feedback loop; thought leadership is self-enhancing 

The feedback loop is represented by the dotted line and arrow. A loop is created from the dotted 

lined arrow and the straight lined arrow, that goes to and from thought leadership. 

o Result 4.0: Thought leadership is not static 

This result is not represented in the visualization, due to graphical limitations and to simplify the 

design of the framework. 

o Result 5.0: C, V and T are also influenced by certain determinants.  

The determinants are not represented in the visualization. This is due to the fact that the 

determinants that were presented ahead, while relevant and based on the interviews, do not 

constitute an exhaustive list of what influences the pillar components of thought leadership.  

 

 

Graphic 2: Visualisation of results - own creation 
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To summarize, a thought leader is understood as being a trustworthy business or person that has 

earned this status thanks to its/his/her continuous share of relevant value – commonly in the form 

or knowledge – that brings its/his/her industry, and the people in it, forward in their thinking. 

Achieving thought leadership is a dynamic and iterative process that relies on the existence and 

dynamic relationships between three pillar components, namely communication, value and trust, 

which are themselves dependent on a handful of determinants. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

While thought leadership is recognized as being a relevant phenomenon with ties to topics, such as 

marketing and leadership, the state of academic knowledge and research on the topic remains 

scare. This study conceptualizes thought leadership, outlines its components, the dynamics 

between all its elements, identifies some of its predeterminants and proposes potential future 

directions of investigation. Additionally, the conceptualization of thought leadership developed 

here contributes to the ongoing conversation of positioning, marketing and generally 

communication and business strategies, by providing an academic understanding of thought 

leadership and the elements it is comprised of.  

Recent academic research has started study the concept of thought leadership, and especially its 

operationalization (Barry & Gironda, 2017). Nevertheless, this study advances current 

understanding of the nature of thought leadership, by conceptually defining the pillar components 

necessary for it to exist and the dynamic relationships between these components as well as the 

overall dynamic of the concept of thought leadership. 

Communication, value and trust were found to be the pillar components of thought leadership, with 

their inter-dynamic relationships playing an essential role as well. Moreover, thought leadership has 

also been discovered to be a dynamic process in itself, due to its feedback loop and self-enhancing 

constituent. 

While the literature is still slim on the concept/phenomenon of thought leadership, the result that 

value is a component of thought leadership mirrors what Barry and Gironda (2017) express in their 

paper as “what a thought leader is recognized for” (Barry & Gironda, 2017). The authors put this 

aspect forward under the term of “thought leadership competency” and define it as the “intellectual 
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firepower of a firm or individual capable of earning the attention and trust of prospects and 

customers based on forward thinking insights, original ideas, novel perspectives or helpful education 

that passionately drives conversations, champions new directions or inspires actionable strategies” 

(Barry & Gironda, 2017). Their results and the results from the research at hand, while researched 

and presented in different fashions, depict corresponding results. 

Bourne’s (2015) description of thought leadership as a firm’s “intellectual firepower” furthermore 

portrays similar results to the ones that were derived from the research at hand (Bourne, 2015). 

Bourne even goes further and defines this firepower as stemming from expertise and specialist 

knowledge (Bourne, 2015), echoing the sentiment of sub-categories of the value component that 

this research uncovered. Additionally, Bourne states in her paper that in conjunction with thought 

leadership, the use of this intellectual firepower is aimed at creating customer value (Bourne, 2015).  

Kaufman and Howcroft (2003) state that, at its core, thought leadership is about creating value for 

customers, which later on enables the creation of a sustainable and competitive advantage 

(Kauffman & Howcroft, 2003). Kaufman expresses that this competitive advantage is based on value 

creation, which leads to customer satisfaction and thus customer retention (Kauffman & Howcroft, 

2003). This mirrors the results of the research at hand and goes further with the additional aspect 

of value, leading to competitive advantage. 

This aspect taps into the content marketing literature, where Holliman and Rowley (2014) point out 

to the fact that the main point of content sharing is to share something that is valuable to the 

intended audience (Holliman & Rowley, 2014). In the conceptual background, content marketing 

was deemed as possibly relevant to thought leadership, which is now confirmed through the 

intricate relation of content and value, in relation to thought leadership. 

Barry and Gironda (2017) refer to the customer value aspect when mentioning the “sharing 

generosity”, which they present as putting the interest of the customer ahead of the firm’s or 

individual’s interest when sharing content (Barry & Gironda, 2017). This, furthermore, validates the 

result that value is an essential component of thought leadership and the fact that this “value” 

should be valuable to the audience. The content marketing literature also indicated the intricate 

relation between value and communication, which will also be discussed in this section. While the 

research at hand offers a few directions to describe what the value component is to the interview 

participants, numerous additional aspects could be part of that component. Barker (2011) indirectly 
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describes thought leadership as original thinking, expertise and knowledge (Barker, 2011), which 

can be related to the results of this study, where value is defined a specific types of knowledge, 

shared by the thought leader. A quantitative research aiming at defining the value component 

numerically is suggested, to further deepen the understanding of value, thought leadership, and 

what is expected from an audience for something to be understood as thought leadership. Results 

stemming from a quantitative research would be more apt for giving aggregate and generalizable 

results, if based on a specific sample of respondents. 

 

The thought leadership focused literature, while still slim, mostly aligns with the result of trust being 

a pillar component of thought leadership. This is especially put forward in the Barry and Gironda 

(2017) paper, which presents what a thought leader is “recognized as”, namely a trustworthy go-to 

source of information and authority on a subject matter (Barry & Gironda, 2017). Bourne (2015) 

goes as far as stating that thought leadership is a trust-creating strategy for brands, which takes 

place through content offerings, based on valuable and helpful intelligence for the intended 

audience (Bourne, 2015). The author presents thought leadership as a tool for trust creation in 

markets where a company isn’t present yet (Bourne, 2015). 

Another author goes in the opposite direction and states that “(…) thought leaders do not need to 

be personally trustworthy, so long as their ideas are credible (…)” (McCrimmon, 2005). While trust 

toward the content needs to exist, which validates this paper’s claim that what a thought leader 

shares with his audience needs to be trustworthy, McCrimmon entirely separates the vessel and the 

ideas being communicated in relation to trust (McCrimmon, 2005). This contradicts the statements 

of all participants and the results of this study–that the thought leader should be trustworthy as 

well. The trustworthiness of the thought leader was found to be a prerequisite in the remaining 

literature about thought leadership as well (Holliman & Rowley, 2014) (Barry & Gironda, 2017) 

(Bourne, 2015). 

Content is understood as a key aspect of trust, both in the research at hand and in the thought 

leadership and content marketing literature (Holliman & Rowley, 2014) (Barry & Gironda, 2017). 

Holliman and Rowley (2014) go so far as to recognize content publishing as a tool for the creation 

of a “trusted brand status” (Holliman & Rowley, 2014) - thus a tool to trust creation - furthering the 
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importance of trust, in the context of thought leadership, and the validity of the results of this 

research.  

Overall, the literature emphasizes the importance of trust as an aspect that is linked to the concept 

of thought leadership (Holliman & Rowley, 2014) (Barry & Gironda, 2017) (Bourne, 2015).  

Holliman and Rowley (2014) link trust and reputation and claim that reputation is more vulnerable 

in online settings, where authenticity plays an important role in trust creation (Holliman & Rowley, 

2014), which in the context of thought leadership, furthers the importance of the trust aspect as a 

key component. While Holliman and Rowley (2014) present trust as a key component, the authors 

do not assess how to create said trust, beyond mentioning content creation and authenticity. The 

paper at hand attempts to fill this gap with the sub-components, presented in the result section 

about trust. Nevertheless, trust is a component that is very personal and thus difficult to aggregate. 

While trust plays a key role in the context of thought leadership, Bourne (2015) presents 

communication as a tool for trust (Bourne, 2015), which is the third component of thought 

leadership discussed here.  

Barry and Gironda (2017) address what a thought leader is recognized as and what a thought leader 

is recognized for (Barry & Gironda, 2017), nevertheless the authors don’t go into detail about how 

a thought leader gets recognized to begin with. While the authors address the communication 

aspect, and especially the dialogue variable (Barry & Gironda, 2017), they do not define it in a similar 

fashion, as they do the two other aspects mentioned above. This research offers a third key 

component to thought leadership, namely communication, and while dialogue is inherently a part 

of it, the focus is set on an audience-specific and audience-targeted form of communication.  

Communication is a broad concept, including components of marketing, social media, branding and 

many more, some of which were shortly introduced in the conceptual background as potentially 

relevant in the context of thought leadership. Content marketing was found out to be especially 

relevant in the context of thought leadership, as it bases itself in the audience’s needs and problems 

(Holliman & Rowley, 2014), similarly to what was put forth in the results, when describing that 

thought leadership stems from a problem-solving approach, rather than a product approach. 

These topics were also presented as relevant by Holliman & Rowley (2014), who also added 

publishing as relevant in relation to communication (Holliman & Rowley, 2014). Barry and Gironda 

(2017), while approaching communication as well, focus on social media channels, especially 
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LinkedIn (Barry & Gironda, 2017), furthermore showing that the topics of communication that were 

approached in the literature are relevant to thought leadership, even though this research paper 

approaches communication in a broader perspective. 

In Holliman and Rowley’s (2014) research paper, a brand is recognized as a signifier of trust 

(Holliman & Rowley, 2014), which implies that branding communication create trust.  

Bourne goes so far as to describe thought leadership as a communication strategy, whith a goal to 

create trust, as long as it is an active communication emphasizing value for the audience (Bourne, 

2015). This mirrors aspects of all three key components of thought leadership, presented as results 

from this research. It also goes back to the active communication aspect that takes place with 

publishing, which Marcus Sheridan mentions in his interview, which is that “you cannot be passive 

about publishing” (Interview 5 - appendix 3). 

To draw on the phrasing of Barry and Gironda (2017), the authors elaborate on the “recognized as” 

and “recognized for,” when differentiating aspects of trust and value, thus communication can be 

understood as what a thought leader is “recognized through”. 

 

Further research on the communication component, and especially the spreading of the message 

through networks, would be an interesting development to consider in the context of thought 

leadership. To understand how a message spreads through a network with a thought leader entity 

would make way for understanding how to spread said message more effectively and enhance the 

communication component of thought leadership. 

 

The results presented dynamic relationships to be at the heart of thought leadership, both between 

the three pillar components and as an overall aspect of thought leadership itself. Communication, 

value and trust are dynamically related, and thought leadership is created through a recurrent and 

dynamic process of CTV creation and enhancement. This dynamic aspect seems to have been 

neglected in the thought leadership literature so far, which is to some degree foreseeable as this 

research is to be part of a slim body of literature on the topic. While not mentioned directly in the 

thought leadership literature, Holliman and Rowley do address a similar dynamic aspect, but in the 

context of content marketing (Holliman & Rowley, 2014). The authors mention that content 

marketing needs to be consistent and recurrent to create trust (Holliman & Rowley, 2014). Thought 
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leadership and content marketing, while not the same concepts, have both been found out to be 

extremely closely related to trust, communication and value, and to each other. It can thus be 

deemed plausible that Holliman and Rowley’s (2014) conclusions about content marketing can, to 

some extent, be applied to thought leadership. Understandably, these results cannot be taken as 

replica for both concepts, but Holliman and Rowley’s conclusion go in the same direction as the 

results about thought leadership from the paper at hand. 

Bourne (2015) presents thought leadership as a communication tool to create trust. While this 

statement is consistent with the literature (Barry & Gironda, 2017), the author only puts forth a 

partial representation of the role of communication and trust in the context of thought leadership. 

The relationship the author presents is the relationship going from communication to trust (Bourne, 

2015), but no mention is made of the fact that they are dependent on each other, thus leaving out 

the relation that goes from trust to communication, which is presented in the results in this paper. 

As stated in this research, trust is dependent on more factors than just communication, but the 

literature advances the validation that there are relations between the pillar components of thought 

leadership, thus enhancing the validity of the results about dynamic relations in the context of 

thought leadership. 

Moreover, Bourne (2015) also states that thought leadership is scalable (Bourne, 2015). While this 

is not directly stating that there is a need for consistent efforts in the process of creating thought 

leadership, it does hint towards the fact that thought leadership is a something that can grow, over 

time. 

Overall, while the literature doesn’t go into detail about the dynamic relationship between the 

different components of thought leadership and of the process itself, it does approach the fact that 

there are existing relationships between components. These are only hints towards the results this 

research offers, but these support the results of this research, to some extent, thus adding new 

dimensions to the academic literature on thought leadership.  

 

Leadership theories were approached in the conceptual background, and while thought leadership 

– as the term implies – deals with leadership, the theories approached differ from the type of 

leadership that was highlighted in the results of this study. Leadership theories mainly deal with the 

management of people and how a leader can lead his/her followers through a variety of leadership 
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styles (Khan, Nawaz, & Khan, 2016). McCrimmon (2005) examines the aspect of leadership in the 

context of thought leadership and compares it to two other types of leadership theories 

(McCrimmon, 2005), while Barry and Gironda (2017) only mention it to a lesser extent when looking 

at the characteristics of the thought leader (Barry & Gironda, 2017). The body of literature exploring 

the leadership component of thought leadership is even slimmer than the literature about the 

phenomenon itself. 

Thought leadership, as McCrimmon (2005) puts forward, does not deal with the managing of 

people, but with the “championing of new directions” (McCrimmon, 2005), which is mirrored in the 

results of the research at hand. Furthermore, the author goes as far as stating that thought 

leadership is a “purer form of leadership” because it is uncontaminated by managerial elements 

(McCrimmon, 2005). The results clearly show that for thought leadership to be possible in an 

organization, company buy-in is necessary, which means that management buy-in needs to be 

present as well. While thought leadership doesn’t deal with the managing of people, needing 

management buy-in for thought leadership to be possible does, to some extent, contradict what 

McCrimmon understands as thought leadership being “uncontaminated.” The author, furthermore, 

puts forth the argument that thought leadership can be displayed by any employee of an 

organization, hence not necessarily only managerial employees (McCrimmon, 2005). The results of 

this study correspond to the literature, as the vessel of thought leadership was clearly recognized 

to be a variable chosen, based on the company’s communication strategy.  

Barry and Gironda (2017), in their paper about the operationalization of thought leadership, 

approach transformational leadership theory in relation to thought leadership (Barry & Gironda, 

2017). The comparison mentions that a thought leader’s competencies can be drawn from 

transformational leadership theory from Bass (1985) (Barry & Gironda, 2017). This is presented in 

the context where the authors showcase what a thought leader is recognized as (Barry & Gironda, 

2017), instead of a way of managing people. Additionally, the authors point out the need for a 

thought leader to be able to communicate, in order to spark conversations, share ideas, and thus, 

ignite change (Barry & Gironda, 2017). This additionally confirms the key pillar of communication as 

well as furthers the argument of an existing link between transformational leadership theory and 

thought leadership, thus supporting the notion that thought leaders are visionaries and leaders of 

ideas. McCrimmon (2005) additionally supports this argument as well as the link to transformational 
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leadership theory, by stating that thought leadership is based on the power of ideas, which can 

transform the way people think (McCrimmon, 2005). The results of this study and the literature 

both mirror these similar findings, that a thought leader is recognized as a trustworthy go-to source 

of information and authority on a subject matter (Barry & Gironda, 2017) and not a manager of 

people, but an inspirer of new thoughts. This furthermore indicates that thought leadership does 

not deal with the managing of people, which confirms the results of the research at hand. 

The other leadership theories that were approached in the conceptual background are neither 

mentioned in the literature within the context of thought leadership nor do they get supported 

through the results of the study at hand. It is safe to assume that these leadership theories can be 

discarded, within the context of thought leadership. 

While leadership theories deal with the management of people, leadership can also be used to 

define a type of prominent positioning of a business in an industry, as presented in the conceptual 

background. This aspect of leadership seems to be more closely related to thought leadership than 

the leadership theories discussed ahead. While market leadership doesn’t relate directly to thought 

leadership, market leadership can be a result of thought leadership, or the thought leader can be 

the market leader. This can be argued on the basis of Barry and Gironda’s (2017) argument that 

thought leadership offers competitive advantage (Barry & Gironda, 2017), which is backed up by 

Kauffman and Howcroft (Kauffman & Howcroft, 2003).  

Moreover, branding and thought leadership were found to be related concepts, so much so that 

some participants had difficulties separating the two concepts from one another. The proximity of 

these concepts argues for the seemingly close relation of thought leadership and brand leadership. 

While brand leadership is based on the brand’s equity (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000), creating a 

strong brand - and hence increasing its equity - relies on similar factors to those defining thought 

leadership, namely communication, customer value and trustworthiness (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 

2000). This similarity substantiates the claim that thought leadership can lead, to a certain extent, 

to brand leadership. 

To lead is also to be followed. Follower-oriented leadership and thought leadership exhibit very 

similar characteristics, namely that followership happens willingly and based on the recognition of 

determined leading characteristics: trust and expertise, among others (Kouzes & Posner, 2004).  
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While thought leadership might borrow some aspects from leadership theory, and especially 

transformational leadership theory, the focus of thought leadership is not on the management of 

people but on a position of leadership, based on knowledge and knowledge sharing, which can 

become the base for a business’ additional competitive advantage. It is at this point that we begin 

to touch on the managerial implications of this study, which is addressed in more detail in the 

following concluding remarks of this research paper. 

 

CONCLUSION  

 

To understand thought leadership, its underlying construct, influences and effects is to understand 

how to create a competitive advantage for a business. Thought leadership is composed of three 

pillar components; communication, value and trust. These components are dynamic, as they 

interact with each other and influence each other. Thought leadership is a dynamic phenomenon, 

where the pillar components are also influenced by other predeterminants. Thought leadership is a 

dynamic phenomenon in itself, as it is non-static and iterative. It both needs to stay in motion, to 

keep existing, and enhances itself when in motion. 

The academic literature about thought leadership is still very sparse, but this research begins to fill 

this gap and offers a first attempt at conceptualizing the phenomenon of thought leadership. 

Thought leadership is a multifaceted phenomenon, and its key components draw from a multitude 

of concepts and theories from marketing and leadership topics, among others. Hence, looking at 

thought leadership - and explaining it - contributes to these branches of literature and their 

underlying theories, as it offers new combinations of their application in the real world, that aim at 

the creation of competitive advantage for businesses.  

As was prior mentioned, thought leadership can provide businesses with a competitive advantage. 

The findings of this research provide direction for businesses looking to achieve thought leadership, 

by providing knowledge about what elements to take into account and prioritize, when strategizing 

thought leadership. Moreover, the many sub-categories of the value, communication and trust 

components offer businesses insights into which other elements need to be in place beforehand, 

on top of a benchmark for progress. Additionally, these insights make up the knowledge base, which 

organizations can use to determine the fit or ill-fit of a thought leadership strategy for their business. 
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The research was delimited with a focus on the B2B environment. This limitation was argued on the 

basis of the expected complexity of the phenomenon of thought leadership, which was deemed 

more suitable to the longer and more complex B2B sales cycles. Nevertheless, testing the results of 

this research in a B2C setting could potentially yield interesting outcomes as well. Additionally, the 

research was limited to a certain cultural context, as both the research participants stem from a 

Western and Nordic European background and the research was conducted in said geography. It 

stands to reason that the results established from the research could potentially vary in other 

geographical environments and with participants from different cultural backgrounds, as 

communication varies in different areas of the world.  

In the absence of much academic research, and with a useful base of practitioner material, there is 

plenty of scope for further research into the phenomenon of thought leadership. From a theory 

development perspective, using quantitative approaches would provide useful insights into ways of 

quantifying the phenomenon of thought leadership. This would allow for the development of 

measures for the key variables, which would offer a basis for theory testing, based on the formative 

model developed in this research. To quantify the pillar components of thought leadership would 

give businesses an index of thought leadership and means of quantifying their own thought 

leadership. Furthermore, to have numerical values represent each component enables businesses 

to quantify their return on investment on their thought leadership, facilitating the creation of a 

business case for thought leadership, ultimately aiming toward a business’ competitive advantage. 
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APPENDIX 
 

Appendix 1 – Interview keyword memos  
 

Memo 1: interview Alberto Beccerra 
 

TL Perception 

Subject matter expert Specific topic 

Marketing: strategy behind  Advantage 

Increase brand awareness Recognition in market 

Knowledge Generate business 
Benefits: brand aw. + lead gen. Personal branding 

Articles LinkedIn 
Publication Personal and company based 

Mix  Depends on company 

People key pillar Trust people 

Embodiment of trust and company in people Experts are people 

Strategy Empower their employees 
Institutions & people Marketing pers. B2b context: strategy to 

become expert 

Relationships Consultative 
Giving value Content not nec. Related to company 

Customer based  Conversation  
Perception – value based and not salesy Brand awareness 

Interaction Relationship adding value 

Expert in Don’t pretend 
Constant Learning   honesty 

constant evolutions TL should share what they really know 

Teacher Important component 

To teach is to create an idea in the minds of 
the people 

Make them have a concept on their mind 

Conversation Create new ideas 

Expertise! Industry leader 
Communication Sharing knowledge 

Communicate in a way that is understandable Audience 
Book  Article 

Perception Mouth to. Mouth 

Information era LinkedIn 
Posts Events 

Conferences Personal brand  
Visibility: key Visibility first, communication second 

Events Go to person 

Grow area of influence Engagement 

Tough to become a TL Brand personality 
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Brand awareness Questions people are asking 
Being relevant to create an impact Process: answer question of your customer 

and prospect 

Solving questions in a unique way Be different from your competition 
Understand your audience Talk about what concerns 

Presence SNS 
Events Show you expertise everywhere 

Habit Consistency 

Variety of content Feedback 
Value to customer Diff between tl and content mktg: not just 

brand awareness but also generating demand 
Not talking about product (mktg and not tl) TL about the tiopic – the concept 

Problem that are solving Diff between branding and TL 

CSR TL part of branding – but not all the branding 

EXPERT All connected 

ADD VALUE form industry pers.  Firm culture 

Culture defines the way the company behaves And the strategy 

No pyramidal and no old school allows TL  PR and branding rather than TL 
Add value!  Mistakes are ok 

Support of the cie Empower employees 

Personal drive Passion 
Afraid if not empowered The best person (the expert) might be afraid to 

share because not empowered 
Mission & vision Relevant for the people 

Microsoft example Mission statement 

Vision Summarize your strategy 
authenticity actions need to reflect your authentic mission 

market perception transformation 

alignment with society authentic 

well communicated tesla 

top of mind first mover adv. 

Elon musk Mission statement 

Obsession Environmental  
Reshaping industry Believe in what you are doing 

Perception Change  

Interest in topic Interest in learning 

No fixed mindset Open mindset 

Compare Followership 
Audience Followers don’t define expertise or TL 

number of followers is tricky because you can 
buy your followership 

interest motivation and able to compare 

social proof help you to identify – but not the only 
component 

content published by the person Give value to others 



 - 74 - 

Content is a refection of the person (thought 
beliefs ..) 

Thin line between content marketing and 
social selling / and related 

Content mktg  Context 

Relationship Conversion based – demand generation 
TL – brand awareness  Agenda matters 

But doesn’t know if that’s the diff Result is the diff 
Genuine! Authentic 

Content doesn’t involve the audience TL engage audience in a different way 

Credibility  Perception  
Curiosity Someone genuine 

Someone authentic Doesn’t need to be the CEO 
Generate impact Skills and characteristics 

Visibility higher Easier to communicate if high placed position 
– easier to get people listening 

Mindset to believe that CEO is a leader , and 
predisposed to hear what they have to say and 
think them as TL 

CEO: visibility - consistency 

Believe in what you talk about Value of tl for the company 
Perception in market Create impact 

Top of mind brand to potential customers Profit 

Generate revenue Trust in company 
Trust in who you buy from Seen as expert 

 Synonyms Influencer 
Authority Proficiency 

Mastery/maestro Opinion 

Thinker TL takes time 
Well defined what you want to achieve Strategy 

Correct wrong perception will be super tough No expect in return 

 
 

Memo 2: interview Emil Ulrik Friis 
 

Trust  Authority 
Frontrunner Within field 

Niche Go to  

Overall goal TL as a brand 

Tl for individual people Subtle effect 

Genuine Help 
No agenda (could be though) Network 

Google Insight  

Learn Teachers 
Help Guide 

Quality of leader vs boss Get better 
Buy –  Consultant B2B 
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Syn: branding (in mktg) – TRUST – authority  Communicator 
Know them Balance 

EXPOSURE Content – blogging 

Mainstream media – the right media – trusted 
sources (and your own) 

Trust gives trust 

Borrow a degree of TL by association Mix of people and brand 
Resource Champion 

Personification Champion + company backup 

Conference Long howl strategy – takes decades 
Brand around a person Company brand authority – transfer to 

individual  employees 
Social selling Distribution method – branding method 

Networks Agenda 

Strategy focus Focus! 

Trust Practical focus 

Look beyond your own product Political agenda extends beyond your product 

Top management on board – strategic as much 
as marketing 

Innovation 

Boldness Long term effect 

Overcoming short goal mindset Seek new way of solving problems of the 
audience 

R&D important – not necessary  TL not product oriented 

Focus Try out a new method 
Short term Results 

Mktg – very well executed branding Content. Social – paid – branding – visual  

Effect Knowledge context: innovation, political, 
technical 

Funnel Leaderships Resource intense 

Focus. On one knowledge NICHE 

Expertise distributed wisely Audience based content format 

Audience research Insights 

New dev Expert knowledge 

New ways – innovation!! Motivational 

Do something better - Inspire Opinion: distinguish – take a stand – political tl 

Interest  Employee rally – opinion 

Different – dare to do smthg different Innovation! 

Different Resources 

Message – social media Push where your msg to the right media  
Key: transparency Hidden agenda 

Trust Openly agenda 

Dialogue not necessary – one to many Openness 
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Memo 3: interview Jesper Laursen 
 

Wrong way? Thought Lead =NOT expert  

New knowledge creation Move industry 
New research Ex: content marketing 

Knowledge Share 
Invent processes Didn’t exist before 

Expert to become a TL – researcher for 
example 

New model/process 

Different and more Create smthg that didn’t exist 

TL program Depth of knowledge vs. breath of knowledge 
Gaols dependent Crucial TL 

Differentiation from others Expertise 

Best = not tl Example: tech IBM 

Watson – AI Hasn’t been done before 

Transparent! Example: Hubspot 

Inbound New  

CREATE Their TL helps become a better expert 
New ways from other TL Essence of content mktg 

Question Google 

LinkedIn – share Newsletters 
Channels Advice 

Answer General inspiration in. a space 
Conference / stumble upon Can’t pinpoint - depends 

Scholar Speaker 

People within a company  Spokesperson 
Danger – people can leave / take TL with them 
/ threat 

Value of having a face 

It’s the content Brand building 

BRAND Not just a mktg strategy 

Creating – organising – evangelising 
knowledge 

Management buy in and resolution 

Anchored at the ceo level Persistence 

Activity and budget Backup or conceptualize the idea (c level) 

People to create the knowledge Create – tell 

Process Define the TL niche 

NICHE Aligned with brand position 

Branding exercise But does not define the brand 
Aligned with the company product Not any kind of company 

TL not for everyone Advantage: stand out 

Recruitment Prod dev 
Sell more Lead gen strategy 

Elevate profit margin → cie goal Sharing 

In touch with people Build around the audience 
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Format Depends 
Trust Partner up with trusted sources 

Influencers or any other Persistency 

Trust takes time Where most companies fail 
Budget Go to place 

Tangible business goals c-level agree with  
if all things equal 100 percent transparent 

Genuine What you do is what you become 

Give knowledge Not innovative nec. 
But sometime is Opinion – focus  

Opinion – communication – strong clear voice Angle on branding 
Set aside from others Research! 

tangible  

Strong voice Network 

LinkedIn – audience Could be your network – or ppl following you 

Stage Always a good thing  (net) 

Access to audience (own/earn) Crucial 

You need someone to listen Buy your way to it 
Free/paid Get your thoughts in front of  

Paid own earn STRATEGY : CRUCIAL 

Budget Structure – plan – goals 
Expertise Opinion leader 

Guru Expert 
Scholar PREZ   Strategic guide to TL –  

His ow press Know want need - & audience 

Passion Genuine interest 
Share knowledge! >> check out prez 

Educational Provocative 

Contrarian direction (market guy) 

Low entry barrier – oxford def Move someone somewhere 

Beyond being an expert Based on goal and resources 

Effort time and resources  

 
 

Memo 4: interview Johanna Schwarz 
 

Process  Think ahead 

Challenges Bigger picture 
Social Environment 

Social issues Initiatives 

Innovation Research 
Insights Knowledge 

Impact Expertise 

Siemens. Energy UN FCCC 
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Sustainability Innovations 
Tl in specific fields Inspire 

Addressing issues Create change 

Insights Personal vs professional 
Interest Consulting 

USP Impact n core business 
Efficient solutions Reputation 

Connection  Valid player 

Uplift Recognition from consumer 
Leads B2b l 

Solutions Innovation 
Research Create new concepts 

Holistic Publishing 

Openness Employee innovation  

Innovative thinking Environment 

Bring out their insights Communication 

Company culture Failing is ok 

Google moonshot factory Solvable tomorrow . future oriented 
Failure as part of success Flat hierarchies 

Expertise Contribute 

Empowered Both employee & company 
Influence one another Expertise: no prerequisite but helpful 

Actions Solid  
Driven Goal 

Authenticity Credibility 

Trust By the right institution 
Credibility Recognized through connection 

Association Transparency 

Open  Show failure and success 

Realistic Reporting 

Leadership of the company  Public 
Trustworthy individuals Content sharing 

Problems  Partnerships 
Articles through trusted sources Universities 

Partner w. competitors to achieve more Share of resources 

Teaching World economic forum 

Inspiring Sharing expertise 

Process of becoming a TL Inspiring entity 
Responsibility Initiative 

Innovation Social and env. Challenges 

Create new knowledge Sharing 
Best practice example Inspire  

Empower other Thinking ahead 

Thinking beyond status quo Commitment 
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Vision  Mission 
Foresight Not easy 

Western understanding No TL by your own 

Part of a network  
 
 

Memo 5: interview Marcus Sheridan 
 
Note that this interview was the first interview to take place and that this memo is the only one that 
was created after the interview instead of during the interview. This was changed after the first 
interview to accommodate the style of the interviews and facilitate a smoother and in-depth 
interview process. 
 
 

What is a TL ADDED VALUE 

TEACHER GUIDE 

AUTHORITY TRUST 

EXPERT VOICE OF TRUST 
Who is a TL TRADITIONAL NEWS – TL 

INDIVIDUAL EXPERTS – TL BUSINESS TL 

POLITICAL TL PERSONAL LIFE TL 
→ “there are thought leaders in each niche” Become a TL 

LISTENER OBSERVER 
OBSESS OVER THE QUESTIONS PEOPLE ASK IN 
YOUR SPACE, WHAT THEY WANT TO KNOW 
AND HOW THEY WANT TO KNOW IT 

TAKE A STAND 

PUBLISH PAY ATTENTION – LONGER THAN EVERYONE 
ELSE 

LEVERAGE INTERNAL EXPERTISE OF TEAMS ORIGINAL IDEAS & TYPES OF EXPERTISE 

DEVELOP YOUR PEOPLE AS AN ORGANIZATION GIVE YOUR EXPERTS A VOICE 

SUBJECT MATTER EXPERT AUTHENTICITY – COME ACROSS AS UNBIASED 

HONESTY QUALITY CONTENT CREATION BY EXPERTS 

CONTENT!!! (QUALITY CONTENT) Knowledge sharing 
TEXT  VIDEO 

AUDIO SHARING PLATFORM FOR EMPLOYEES 
(EXPERTS) 

TEACH THE WORLD → PUBLISH IT: “you cannot be passive about 
publishing, you have to be a publisher. And the 
more you publish, assuming it’s good, the 
quicker you’re going to become a thought 
leader” 

SNS: VESSELS THAT CARRY THE MESSAGE OUT “social is only as good as the value (here of the 
content) you bring to the party” 

PLATFORM (yes… but) QUALITY CONTENT PROCESS OF SHARING: SNS. AMPLIFICATION 
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Qualities of TL HONEST 
FRANK AUTHENTIC 

LONG TERM CONSISTENCY PERSISTENCE 

ABUNDENT MENTALITY SPECIALIST 
Why TL GENERATE TRUST > TRUST GENERATE SALES  

COST EFFECTIVENESS Find a TL 
ASK QUESTIONS: FIRST GENERIC THEN MORE 
SPECIFIC (THEN WE CALL A SALES PERSON) 

ALL THESE QUESTIONS ARE RESEARCHED 
ONLINE NOWADAYS 

LEARN FROM CONTENT ONLYNE (and 
preferably from your company) 

 

Ideology of the firm “SCARCE VS ABUNDENT MENTALITY” 
ROOM FOR EVERYBODY SHOW WHAT YOU CAN 

SHOW HOW YOU DO IT SHOW WHO YOU ARE 

ABUNDENT MINDSET FOR INFO, CONTENT 
AND PEOPLE 

INDIVIDUAL EXPERTISE (employee) SHARE 
BENEFITS THE COLLECTIVE (company) 

 
 

Memo 6: interview Mårten Bokedal 
 

Position Inspire 

Help Audience 
Understand  Be better at sthg 

Practice of not pushing products but outcomes Expertise 
Expert in subject matter Relevant 

Tired of ad and pushed prod T leader and T leadership 

Spokesperson, ceo Anyone in the company being the voice of the 
company 

Individual Risk if tied to a person 

Not defined to a role Position a brand as TL 

Not necessary expert Inspiration 

Foreseeing  Best practice 

Individual voice Fellowship 

communication marketing: hand in hand with TL 
channels what you say – where you say it 

content mktg – hand in hand – part of each 
other 

message received 

attention dialogue 

elaborate something different / new 
inspiring share knowledge 

new knowledge diff angle 

knowledge sharing is everything trust 
perceived as TL – perceived as TL honest 

subjects that are uncomfortable more than mainstream 
no direct link to sales subtle link to sales 
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agenda perceive that agenda 
transparency – honesty - cornerstone inspiration 

helpful depend on context 

teacher but not by repetition 
breaking new ground opening new thoughts 

make new ideas new tl by comparison 
provide answers and questions culture foster tl 

creativity speak your mind truth 

freedom people inspirational 
afraid of having a voice trust 

loyalty mindset 
values of the company top to bottom 

culture in the company management needs to be on board 

inspire fun/interacting ways 

personal and professional interest people who are better 

foresee things talk about things before people have 

effect the future relationship 

LinkedIn social selling 
too many sources too many places 

where your audience is fellowship can validate 

not one of the most important measurement social proof 
tl part of social selling shared content on a platform 

people seen live active research 
innovation niche 

new things consistency 

master a subject given not taken 
strategy  can’t buy credibility 

trust starts to spread 

address social issues superhero 

be good few thought leaders are villains 

greater good hidden agenda 
engaging content greater good for us to feel good about 

ourselves 

practice what you preach influencer 

you need to be engaged in your community not just about being smart 

about being frequent and out there frequency and persistency 

what you say how many times you say it 

innovation expertise 
transparency trustworthiness 

challenging inspirational 

honest inspiration about outcomes 
influencers in some way are TL 
we always likes to follow leaders 

human needs to follow people 

self improvement  
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Memo 7: interview Mikko Pippo 
 

Market  Recognition 

Worth listening to Target audience 
Write Published content 

People Employees 

High quality content TL originates in people and might spread to 
the company 

Effect your idea on the company Contagious 
The person is the TL Person brand 

Effect on the brand form employee  Relevance to the company offering 

Visibility Customers 

Unique to say No copying ideas 

Original content Worth reading 

Blog Not necessarily novelty 

Combination of ideas Two diff ways: TL useful knowledge & TL 
controversial 

Trust: very important Verticals –(niche) 

Expertise Levels of TL 
Learn  Teacher 

Inspiring Content / market based 
Audience Follower base 

Personal branding Social selling 

Agenda: different aim Not trying to help: politicians 
Innovation – not nec. authenticity 

believe in ideas 

learn usefulness 

inspiration & useful – combination is best innovation 

old transformation open culture 

intention social selling/mktg / TL 

unintended result TL act in the same way, but depends on the 
audience 

communication social aspect of TL 

community audience 

in connection with other people it is something that is given not taken 

network message spreading 
direction of network connected world 

monologue & dialogue publishing right content 

research create something new 
novel combine ideas 

audience/community/ based on what you think and publish 
useful inspirational 
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teaching aspect agenda! 
Action understood diff in different context by 
diff people 

 

 
 

Memo 8: interview Rasmus Harsaae 
 

Ahead of curve Train of thought 

Specific That you do 
Believe Active do 

Try do branding 
value to the individual & to the company 

Positioning Perception 

Companies and people Problem solving/issue based 

Online Information 

Matches need Closest /best 

Research Own page 

Media Avid social media/LinkedIn 
Non tangible Proof 

Third party proof Credibility 

Published research Hard concrete evidence 
Counter research Talking to people 

Colleague/friends Respected people 
Trust Trust based on number and research – social 

trust as well 

New approach Innovation 
Different angle Not necessarily teacher 

Inspire Relation between the company and their 
product 

Idea Looking up 

Consistency Of what you actually do – get value out of that 

But the branding Telling – sharing 

People quality Processes 
Innovation _ new and value Tl are innovative but  

Money -not as important¨ Other impacts than money 

50 percent of TL is sharing Economic return – branding 

TL for more than money – actual idea – 
political/social 

Impactful by telling 

Product s that stand behind the idea Societal product 

Relate to the cause Impact of customer – on sales 

Ethics Transparency – double edge sword 
History Consistency 

Personal/company Alignment internally 
Proof  Dev Solutions 



 - 84 - 

Caring about smthg Talent 
Invest in what you do Communicating 

Believe/followed Passion /dedication 

Should be experts Pushing so many other people 
Popularity  Respect 

Vote for her – believe what she stands for Gain authority as TL 
Message Underlying tone – vision 

Hand in hand .- thought leader % vision // 
societal  impact mostly 

Embodiment of TL can be dangerous  

Branding! Perception 

Extra strategy Internal to external communication 
Division being a thought leader Volvo example 

Strong part of being a TL is marketing Organic 

Takes time Action behind words 

Proof Impact of what you do as proof  

Tangible Measure 

Trends – discussions Recognition for popular stuff 

Niche TL  Industry TL 
Case work Communication  

Process Traditional vs us 

Non-replicability for impact Tangible results 
Multiple times over time 

numbers! Impact! 
Stamp of approval – social stamp Social selling 

Trust pilot Perception and trust is key to have impact  

Network – sns – critical – communication! Core group to start with 
Network allows growing of communities that 
follow the TL 

Do they belong? Should there be TL? 

Should be there – inspire – and impact society 
as whole 

Niche TL 

No niche too small Communication 

Solving a pb Doing something over the ordinary 

Specific field You are better or smarter than your 
competition 

Create impact (political or societal – money)  

Innovators Forerunners / frontrunners 

Visionaries Stage podium type of thing 

Share opinion with a crowd  
 
 

Memo 9: interview Steen Rasmussen 
 

Go to person/company Inspire 
Insights Move forward 
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B2b marketing Tl by comparison 
Sharing Gospel 

Leadership – share! Leadership compared to other people 

Quote tatcher Status given not taken for oneself 
Honorary Conference 

Blog Inspire 
Not decide for yourself Value of tl 

Cultural value us vs danes Ability to inspire 

To think Open mental doors 
Making people aware Ability to lead other people’s thinking 

To somewhere else Not manipulation! 
Agenda behind Look up to 

Respect Follow all their thinking 

Test the water Try new things 

Exploration Pushing boundaries 

Conferences People more than businesses 

Business agenda – google WAS a tl Same for elon musk 

The person! Not nec. The company Individuals! 
Commercial agenda when company Disappointment 

Bureaucracy You follow someone because a) fear (trump) b) 
inspiration ( 

Seduction Visionary thinking 

Thinks new things first Ahead of other people 
Leader – follow –  Leader vs lunatic 

Social proof Followship 

Validation of yhinking Mobile pay 
Disruption Alternatives 

Hence inspire Opening thoughts in relation to business 

Follow thinking Proof vs inspioration in b2b 

Steve jobs Person based!  

Leading the company Visible person! 

Quote jobs Not necesseraly the leader of the company 

Why these people: share Social proof 

Sharing!! Ridiculuous important 

Stuff that defines new borders on the way we 
think or break rules 

Pushing into smth new¨ 

destroying smthg that is locked 2 dimensions 

Thinkers vs thought leaders Introverts vs extroverts 
Knowledge inst everything Perception 

Transparency -> communication persistence 

90-9-1 from jesper aström Thought leader are the 9s 
Marketing strategy: yes and no Add on to tl 

TL after his death Luck as well – circumstances – right time 

Consistency Value based 
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Much deeper Embeded in vision and mission 
Fundamental TL vs brand 

Core value set! Example NIKE 

Company is not consistent Current mindset of management 
Change of management Lego 

Outspoken Value 
CSR Family owned 

TL for a while Person until thinking break 

Niche Because of abundance of communication 
Content curation then and now Easier term now than it has been 

Challenge TL and experise are tide 
Specific Better or new way 

Subject mater Speicifc 

Not a TL in everything Narrow 

Niche Subject matter 

Variety of content Kutler marketing 

Slices of one subject Slice thought leader! The best of the slice 

Doenst make you a tl in all slices Skillset 
Performance in an area Specifc vertical 

Process: social proof  Subject: linkedin  

SNS Follow the mass 
Keep talking Trust from repetition and consistency 

Gary W.  Takes time – consistency 
Trust: consistency Absolutely important! 

Social media: communication Relationship based on trust vs. on the 
economy 

Kindergarten example Perception – having an agenda is killer 

Trustworthiness: authenticity What you stand for 

Predictable commercial AGENDA! Trust! 

From TL to marketer – to manipulator Michelin guide kind of thing 

Curation level Defined by someone else and shared 

Delphi oracle  To get insight knowledge 

Knowledge worth traveling for Worth going he extra mile 

Value  Value for company:  

Level of thinking across orga Take the stage and share 

Change thinking More than just the individual 

Usually tied to one person One might surpass the brand 

Risky More than the brand 
Better to have many Hiding the thinkers – many companies do that 

Afraid to lose people Company get the credibility, find an nurture 
exceptional talent, more thn the sum 

More than deliver service, develop,  Leads and sales 

Position the company Doesn’t make it marketing- not the agenda 

Authenticity To inspire and evangelize 
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Potential is bigger Inspire 
Simo avhaa Insecure specialist – love the subject matter 

Drive: peer to peer recognition Subject matter  

Expert in one subject Peer recognition 
Going out there Communication 

Thought recognition Subject matter! 
B2b Inspire 

Perception of business Thinking 

Expanding thinking Disruption 
 
 

Memo 10: interview Stine Holmgaard 
 
 

Specialized knowledge Motivation 

Touch move inspire No dif b2c b2b 

Mechanics & tactics P2p 

First movers Research 
Influencer Knowledge 

Hub Go to people 

Social media Employer communication 
Employees TL 

Branding? Followers 
Relevant Connect 

Content base Value 

Relevance Inspire 
Inspire LinkedIn 

Reflection/ Sharing 

Teacher Help people 

Agenda Demonstration of what you know 

Who you know Thoughtful action 
Peers Teach 

Inspire Motivate 
Leader: resp Peer centered focused 

Best version of themselves You can monetize TL 

Used tactic Diff marketing strategy 

USP Blue ocean 

Consistency! Valuable 
Content Measured – roi 

Employees TL Branding: story telling 

TL- more focused Company value / product based – specialist 
Marketing strategy Lego – product guide 

Business strategy TL person or product based 

Difference Niche 
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Subject matter expert Pushed as TL 
Touchpoints Visibility 

Stakeholders / vs / masses Strategic TL 

communication Relationship 
Strategize your marketing around TL Voice 

Message Way of thinking 
Follower base Engagement 

Touching moving inspiring Earned status not taken 

Perception How they perceived you that makes you the 
thought 

Social selling Inspiration! 
Share value Motivation 

TL= position Competitive context 

Content –  Push – consistent 

Relevance  Valuable helpful 

Agenda! Teach 

Facilitate learning and inspiration Trust 

Trust at the core Authenticity 
Openness Transparency 

Reputation matters more and more Decency 

Values Competition matters in TL 
Good Energy Service 

TL is a service  R&D 
Subject matter experts in house Trust in your employees 

Playful –  Willing to fail and take risks 

Openness Try new things 
Talents within Leader: embrace it 

Touchpoint Fragmented TL strategy 

Advantage Specialized 

Knowledgeable Industry  

TL – content SHARE 

Audience Related to what we do 

Positioning Copy pasting 

Repurposing Content hub 

Convey in better manner Trust 

Perception Social proof 

Dive into yourself Expert 

Passion Honesty about what you know 
Of being recognized as one Natural to research 

Proactive Strategy! 

Relevant and valuable Insights 
Content HUB research 

content not rocket size 

different kinds of knowledge process behind 
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ideas you put into action genuine interest 
a better place raise the bar 

inspire motivate 

share what you know network 
communication  interaction 

content negotiation 
recognition knowledge & trust based person 

need base consistent content 

dedication agenda 
helps entertains 

makes my job easier traditional business context 
formats and channels grown and earned into dif ways 

based on where your audience is communication strategy 

tl by association by recommendation 

word of mouth trust 

help engagement 

EARNED 
channels is your peers 

Subject matter exp 

Specialist Nerds 

Passion Futurist 

Teachers helpers Motivation  
Facilitation Networkers 

Moms Mission 
Strategy Vision and mission 

Target Monetizing 

HELP PERSON ! 
Owning a rep Touch move inspire 

Help raise the bar Position as TL – but it’s the people who are the 
TL that convey the message 

Authenticity Belief in hat they do 

Company is dead – person is alive Empowering them 

Or giving voice to their knowledge Don’t put trusted source – knowledge exist 
within the company BY a person 

Platform  HUB 

No dead thing Lighthouse! 

A beacon If you are the light 

A lighthouse gives guidance So people can see where they are going 

Knowledge you convey Perception 
And digestion and use of knowledge Rising starts  

TL = responsibility Ethical! 

Only what you know! Careful backfire for the people you want to 
help 

Looking up to you for answers Use that knowledge to take action 
Not reps for actions for your words Think twice 
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Appendix 2 – NVivo Codebook  

 

Name Description Files References 

Becoming a thought leader  5 6 

Buy In  3 5 

Company culture  8 23 

Vision and mission  2 2 

Resources  4 4 

Time  2 7 

Strategy  5 19 

Champion  1 4 

Partnerships & relationships  1 5 

Work together  1 2 

Leadership aspect  5 10 

Thought leadership  7 34 

B2C - B2B - no difference  3 3 

Component of TL  0 0 

Communication  10 38 

Audience  6 17 

Community  5 8 

Network  4 7 

Scope  7 20 

Marketing  9 37 

Brand  2 2 

Branding  3 11 

Positioning  7 27 

Reputation  3 7 

Social media (SNS)  6 19 

Visibility  1 4 

Publishing  8 27 

Format  6 12 
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Name Description Files References 

Knowledge sharing  7 21 

Teaching  9 19 

Responsibility  1 2 

Vessel  10 40 

Influencer  2 4 

Leader  1 1 

Trust  10 53 

Authenticity  4 5 

Credibility & proof  3 10 

Earned status  4 9 

Followership & social proof  5 15 

Social responsibility  3 5 

Transparency  5 8 

Agenda  6 15 

Trust by association  2 4 

Value  9 16 

Knowledge  6 25 

Expert  10 36 

Inspiration  7 20 

New knowledge & Innovation  6 18 

Solution focused  7 12 

Product relation  4 10 

Type of knowledge  8 28 

Personal gain from TL  3 4 

Participant def  10 25 

Funny quotes  4 7 

Synonyms  8 10 

Relations  9 16 

Dynamic aspects  5 8 

frequency  5 7 
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Appendix 3 – Interview Transcripts 
 

Interview 1 – Alberto Beccerra 
 
Victoria: Okay. All right, then let's get started. As you know this internship as they started 
this interview, it takes place as part of my Master's thesis research project, which is about 
thought leadership and the idea behind this is that I'm trying to conceptualize thought 
leadership. My first question would be do you want to be anonymized or are you cool to 
being recognized for the interview? 
 
Alberto: I'm okay being recognized. I don't have anything to hide (laughs) 
 
Victoria: All right, then just for the record, can you introduce yourself and what you do 
professionally, so I have it on tape?  
 
Alberto: So, my name is Alberto Beccerra. I'm actually working right now in Spain, and I've 
been working most of my life in technology sales.  
 
Victoria: Cool, then we're going to get right to the middle of it. Thought leadership… if you 
had to define a thought leadership in a B2B context and you had to explain it in your own 
words. Can you try doing that? 
 
Alberto: Yeah, so basically my opinion about what thought leadership is that, is a concept 
that define these persons or these organizations, that are perceived as a subject matter 
expert for a specific topic. Regarding marketing thought leadership, basically, it's the 
strategy behind the companies to take advantage of this subject matter expertise, to 
increase the brand awareness, to increase demand generation metrics… So basically it is 
making use of this recognition in the in the market about knowing a lot about some specific 
topic, to generate business. That’s how I perceive it. So there are two main benefits; one is 
obviously the brand awareness that the person or the company could have, but also it's the 
increase in demand generation, because obviously if you are perceived as an expert, there 
will be more people and more companies coming to you to hear about that.  
 
Victoria: Okay. Alright, so is thought leadership relevant in your daily professional life?  
 
Alberto: I think it is. I think it is, because, actually what I'm trying to do and obviously it's 
dependent… or at least my opinion is that it depends a lot on what kind of company you are 
working for. Right now, as I said, I'm working for Zendesk, it’s been pretty new in being 
Spain. It's been for the last three and a half years… So basically, thought leadership is 
helping us to create a brand awareness that we previously didn't have, so it's super 
important for us definitely. Also for instance, for my personal branding as well, it's been super 
relevant. I mean like, just to give you an example, I've been receiving some job offers since 
I left my previous company just because of being on events talking about customer service, 
having been publishing articles or LinkedIn... So I'm not going to say that I'm perceived as 
a thought leader in the industry that I'm working in right now, but obviously I'm becoming 
one, or at least I'm on the process of becoming one, and this is also helping my personal 
brand as Alberto Beccerra, and not only as a sales manager for Zendesk. So definitely the 
answer is yes. Is it helping me a lot and my company as well.  
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Victoria: I'm trying to pinpoint where exactly thought leadership for a company comes from, 
and you just mentioned that it is person based and also like company base. If you had to 
pinpoint it yourself and tell me where thought leadership comes from. Is it the people in the 
company that the brand is it a mix? What is it? Where is it exactly?  
 
Alberto: I think I think it's a mix and obviously it will depend on every company, because 
obviously people are a key pillar of thought leadership, because at the end of the day you 
trust people… you don't really rely on companies or brands or names. Like, you could have 
the best brand in the world, but if you don't have a person who can be empathic, or who 
could transmit trust, you are not going to believe that brand and you're not going to perceive 
it as an expert, because of the end the experts are the people within the companies. If 
companies have the right strategy, they could obviously enhance the figure or the person… 
obviously it’s both the institutions and also the people, but I believe from the marketing 
perspective in a B2B context, if you have a really good strategy trying to become an expert 
on a specific topic it will help you to be positioned in a better way than your competitors. So 
you will get some competitive advantage and also it will generate more trust in the buyers, 
because at the end of the day, even though it's a B2B business, at the end of the day the 
transaction is done by people, and people likes relationship, and relationships are built on 
trust. So I think it's a combination of both. 
 
Victoria: Okay, you're talking about trust a lot, but you are still trying to sell something... So 
how can people trust you if your agenda behind thought leadership is to sell?   
 
Alberto: Yeah, that's a fair point. And actually when you are trying to sell like crazy that's 
obviously not working. So basically, when you have an approach that is more construed 
consultative, that is more adding value… and if that perception is not there… I'm just gonna 
give you an example: like in the last two, three events that I've been participating in, I have 
had like quite a few slots to present, and I could have been doing some company related 
kind of presentation, just talking about how great our products are, how great our products 
are going be helping you to solve that the specific problem, but instead I have been doing 
sessions around what a customer service strategy looks like, how to define an omni-channel 
customer service approach to improve the customer loyalty, how to increase conversions 
on the website through appropriate customer service etc. So I am driving the conversation 
from a company specific topic to a more value based one. And based on that, the perception 
from the audience of is totally different, because people just perceive what I'm telling them 
as value and not as if I were trying to sell them anything. So basically, I'm building the brand 
awareness. I mean, after that obviously, my marketing team has other engines that are 
basically a nurturing campaign to try to get them interested in purchasing our products. But 
at least the first touchpoint or the first interaction in the relationship is done by adding value 
rather than trying to sell something. Does it make sense?  
 
Victoria: Yeah absolutely makes perfect sense. So what type of value, or knowledge ,should 
a thought leader in your opinion be sharing then?  
 
Alberto: So basically, I think you should be sharing what you are an expert in. Just don't 
pretend to be an expert if you are not, so do you need to be obviously knowledgeable… but 
my question is: what is an expert? So how do you know that you are an expert on a specific 
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topic? and right now for instance, I mean we are in constant evolution... I mean every few 
months there is a new innovation that you need to be picking up on. So I have the feeling 
that I am not fully an expert right now, but I am constantly trying to learn, trying to be there, 
and trying to share what I think … and I mean you need to be honest. I mean that the value 
comes from the honesty, from the trust as I said. And every time I'm going to be talking 
about one of the topics that I normally talk about, I just tell people: “Hey guys, this is what I 
know and if someone else has a better idea or has something against what I'm saying, 
please share your thoughts, because that's the only way to learn”. And that kind of 
perception is also it's also helping… So to answer your question, I believe that people should 
be talking about what they really really really know about, rather than pretending to be talking 
about something that they want to look like they know about.  
 
Victoria: So how much of a teacher is a thought leader? 
 
Alberto: well I cannot give an exact percentage, but I think thought leadership has an 
important component of a teacher, because at the end of the day to teach is to try showing 
people, or try creating an idea in the on the mind of the of the people who are hearing you… 
So basically it's trying to make them have a concept on their mind, so at the end of the day 
you need to communicate properly. You need to know how to drive the conversation. It's not 
about just talking talking talking, it's about creating an idea in people’s mind. So that's the 
main difference between communicating and teaching. Where communicating is just to talk 
talk talk talk, teaching is more the way that I'm gonna be communicating with you, rather 
than at you. It's going to be creating some idea and it's going to stick in your brain at least 
for a period of time. So I think it has a big big component of teaching. But there's an important 
point here, you can be a good teacher and not a thought leader, but the other way around 
holds true as well. Again, I think you need to be an expert, but you could be good teacher, 
but not an expert on the topic. But it is important to have the knowledge and to be able to 
communicate it in a way that people will (a.) understand it and retain information and (b.) it 
needs to be useful for them. 
 
Victoria: So in that case what makes the difference between a teacher and a thought leader?  
 
Alberto: That's a good question. So, I believe it will depend from teacher to teacher, but I 
think it's again the part of the expertise. To be able to be perceived as an industry leader, 
as a someone who knows a lot and is in the top 10 of people who know a lot about that 
specific topic. I think that's the main difference.  
 
Victoria: Okay, how about the aspect of communication that you mentioned this aspect of 
sharing the knowledge. How important is that for a thought leader? Like how much does that 
make up the thought leading part?  
 
Alberto: I think it's one of the most important part because of the end of the day you could 
be an expert on something, but if you are not able to communicate in a way that is 
understandable for the rest of the world, it is useless. So basically, the communication style 
is important. I mean because obviously you will have different audiences, and these 
audiences will have different level of interest of the topic, or different levels of understanding 
of the topic. So to be a good thought leader you obviously need to know how to modulate 
your communication style based on your audience. I think that is important. 
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Victoria: It sounds to me that you're saying that thought leadership is by comparison in the 
way that it is only compared to your audience that you are a thought leader to them. How 
do you agree with this statement?  
 
Alberto: well obviously you could be a thought leader about any topic that is common to 
most of the people… but I mean how do you know if someone is an expert? I guess it is 
when, based on the publications of that person, you have a perception that “wow, this person 
has really good knowledge”, compared to what you know. And that's in the moment that you 
have the perception of this person to be a thought leader. So it depends somehow on the 
on the audience of course… Obviously people will have different perceptions, and these 
spread a lot through word of mouth as well, and the spreading and sharing leads to thought 
leadership I guess. Did that answer your question? 
 
Victoria: Yes, I think you did. So how important is that visibility aspect of thought leadership?  
 
Alberto: I think it's key. I think it’s key. Obviously you need to be able to communicate. We 
talked about communication before, but obviously if you don't have visibility, no one is going 
to be there to hear what you communicate, so I would say that visibility comes first and the 
actual communication second. Because obviously you need to be there… but 
communication is also important, because obviously you can get the possibility to be on a 
big conference by just paying your slot there, or by being invited to speak because they want 
someone from the company, but you need to be doing a great presentation. You have the 
visibility, now you need to convince them through the communication. Obviously this has 
given me the opportunity to participate as Alberto Beccerra, but also as territory sales 
manager for my company. But at the end of the day visibility is key, it gives you the 
opportunity to speak in front of a broader audience and people tend to keep the idea that 
you are the person that knows more about this specific topic and this helps you to grow your 
area of influence in your area of engagement. 
 
Victoria: I'd like to get to another part of that leadership the process of becoming a thought 
leader and I mean that as in a company becoming a thought leader. What do you see the 
process to become a thought leader as a company? How do you imagine that?  
 
Alberto: Wow, I think I think it's tough. It's tough because first of all you need to understand 
that… obviously you need to build your brand awareness and your brand personality. So, 
the first thing is that you need to ask yourself: what is my audience asking about and is it 
relevant for these people? You need to be relevant in order to start creating an impact. Let’s 
pretend that we are a company that just launched in the digital marketing space, which is a 
super crowded space with tons of information and a lot of companies launching every single 
day and everybody seems to be an expert on the topic. So how do you differentiate from 
there? How do you start creating your own brand awareness and creating this sense of 
thought leadership? Basically, you need to know what are the questions that your customers 
are having - or your potential customers are having - and how are you are going be solving 
these questions in a way that is unique to you and not just copying your competitors. You 
don't talk about your own product, you just talk about some topics that concerns to people 
and try to add value. And also you need to get this value out to your audience, so you need 
visibility, which can take the form of events or using social networks… you need to be 
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present everywhere so you can show your expertise to your relevant audience. I think that 
is the key. You need to be consistent, you need to be creating a habit in these people’s 
minds, which you can do through articles, or videos, or webinars… anything really. But you 
need to create a habit, they need to see your value every time they go on their social 
networks… and that is also the way you start getting feedback as well, whether what you 
are doing is valuable or more of the same etc. I think that is the basic process to start creating 
a thought leadership from a company perspective. 
 
Victoria: Okay, then where is the difference between a really good marketing strategy and 
thought leadership because how you describe it right now, it sounds very similar to me.  
 
Alberto: My opinion is that the main difference is that marketing is not only about creating 
brand awareness. I think thought leadership should be a part of brand awareness and part 
of the marketing, but obviously marketing is also responsible for generating demand, 
conversions, create new leads for the company, create new contacts. The difference 
between the two could be very thin, because in a marketing you have someone who is the 
product marketing specialist, who is the person who knows more about one specific product. 
But again, if we talk about product, I think that's a mistake… but if you have a strategy 
around thought leadership, I think it should be more about the topic, the concept, rather than 
the product. More about the kind or problem the company is trying to solve and become an 
expert on that. The approach is different. One is more about being an expert in the product, 
its functionalities and so on, and how we solve the problems of the customer with these 
functionalities. That’s typical marketing. And thought leadership should be more about 
creating brand awareness from the expert of the topic perspective, and you should not talk 
about your product. That’s my opinion.  
 
Victoria: but then where is the difference between branding and thought leadership then?  
 
Alberto: again… branding has a lot of components. So from my perspective for instance, 
now everyone talks about corporate social responsibility and that's part of branding as well, 
but it's not part of the thought leadership, because again, thought leadership for me is about 
an expert on a specific topic. So… maybe I am mistaken, but I would say that thought 
leadership is part of branding but it's not necessary all the branding. Branding is to generate 
a great impression of the brand everywhere but it does not require to be an expert, because 
you can have a great brand but not be perceive as a thought leader. So again, I think it is a 
very thin line, and they are all inter-connected and integrated with each other but I would 
say the main difference is again to be able to add value from the industry perspective, from 
the knowledge of the field, rather than creating a sense of “this is my brand, this is what we 
do”. So obviously branding has components of thought leadership as well, or at least thought 
leadership helps building good branding. 
 
Victoria: Okay. All right, interesting. There's actually another aspect that I would like to dive 
into which is the company itself, because thought leadership of a company needs a 
company. Obviously. I'm trying to figure out what is the most important aspect when it comes 
to the company. Like how important is firm culture? For example, the ideology behind the 
company, how they work etc. How important is that to the process of becoming a thought 
leader? 
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Alberto: I think it's important because they're at the end of the day the culture of a company 
defines the way that the company behaves and also kind of defines what the strategy is. If 
you are in a company that has this old-school kind of culture, pyramidal kind of 
organizations, where the most important needs to be the CEO from a public perspective, it 
will be tough to have a person like this CEO to be involved in brand awareness from a 
thought leadership perspective. I think it would more be seen as public relations or branding, 
rather than actual thought leadership. On the other hand, if you are working for a company 
that focuses on adding value to customer, then it doesn’t matter if you are the CEO – and 
the company I work for at the moment is a great example of that. I'm not the CEO, I'm really 
far away from the CEO. But my company, or the culture of my company, allows me to go on 
stage and state my point of view on behalf of my company. And also the culture of the 
company is that it is okay to do mistakes, and that failure is part of innovation, learning and 
ultimately success. So if you don’t have the right culture in place, it will be very tough to 
become a thought leader. Support from the company is key, so yeah, culture is definitely 
important. 
 
Victoria: So how important is it then that the company empowers their employees?  
 
Alberto: I think it is super important! Empowering your employees is the first step to get them 
to become better, and not being afraid of jumping and becoming more, of becoming an 
expert, or anything really. Empowering your employees is really essential! And from my 
perspective are three categories of people within a company: people with strong personal 
drive or with a personal interest of becoming the thought leader, or of making the company 
to become a thought leader because they will be somehow influenced by this. Then there 
are the people that will use that as part of achieving their business objectives, but then there 
is the third group, where empowering them is most important. It is the people that didn’t even 
think they could use their voice to do more and become more, and empowering these is 
what can make a huge difference for them and the company. 
 
Victoria: How about the mission and the vision, how does that affect a company becoming 
a thought leader or not? 
 
Alberto: I believe it's important. I'm gonna give you an example: if you remember Microsoft 
at the beginning, the vision statement of the company - or their mission statement - was to 
be able to put a personal computer in every person in the world. That was back in the 
nineties. And the company has been moving from that mission statement to a new one. 
Right now, it is to empower every person and every organization in the world to achieve 
more. You can see that there has been a transformation from the mission statement and 
that's a clear example that the company has been transforming its health by providing more 
value, and this is what I said at the beginning; you need to become relevant for the industry. 
You need to become relevant for the people. For sure in the 90s it was super important to 
democratize the computing, by putting a personal computer in every house, but now just 
think – in the developed parts of the world most of the people have one or even two 
computers. So it’s not relevant anymore for many people, but now we are talking about 
technology, and people are afraid that technology will take their jobs… And if you see the 
mission statement of Microsoft now, which is to empower every person and every person 
and every organization in the world to achieve more, obviously this is through technology, 
so they are trying to become the expert on the digital transformation. So moving away from 
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manual jobs to more technological jobs. And I think that it is important to have a visual 
statement at the end of the day, or the mission, or the vision statement: that is what is going 
to summarize your strategy, your vision as a company. But I think a good mission statement 
synthetizes how the company thinks, and helps you put your trust in that company because 
you know what they are aiming at. 
 
Victoria: So how authentic does the company need to be and to be perceived as trustworthy? 
 
Alberto: again, you need to generate trust. And if you are not authentic, you will not be 
perceived as a as an expert. You will be perceived as someone who wants to be perceived 
as that. That's really complicated to keep alive when it's fake. I mean the information is out 
there and it's really complicated to pretend to be authentic when you are not, and again it is 
what I what I told you: really need to feel passionate about what you are talking about the 
topic that you are becoming an expert in. And that is true from a company perspective as 
well. You could have the most amazing statement but if your actions as a company or your 
strategy say the opposite people, will perceive that mission statement as a lie. So at the end 
of the day, you will lose the trust and you will lose the perception as a thought leading 
company.  
 
Victoria: So you mentioned Microsoft and isn't as an example. Do you see Microsoft this 
being a thought leader? 
 
Alberto: That's a good question. I think they have been able to move away from… I don't 
know if you read this Forbes article “why Microsoft is the new Google and Google is the old 
Microsoft”. It's a really great article and it's talking about how Microsoft has been able to 
transform the market perception about being a thought leader. I think like eight to ten years 
ago, everyone thought about Google as the most Innovative company and the company 
who is leading the digital transformation. And if you have seen the pollution of the market 
now, there is another perception. Now Microsoft is perceived as one of the companies who 
are helping, but the nice thing about this article is that it expresses how the CEO Satya 
Nadella, who is the current CEO of Microsoft, has been able to transform the way that people 
perceive Microsoft. Microsoft was perceived as a Windows maker office maker and that's it, 
and not like a super Innovative company. And this guy has been there for the last five years 
and he has made Microsoft transform itself. He was making an internal transformation in 
terms of culture, in terms of processes, in terms of alignment with the with the society needs, 
in order to become a thought leading company. So it's a great example to to see how thought 
leadership needs to be authentic, and how a thought leader needs to be well communicated. 
So I highly recommend you to go on YouTube and just check one of the many conference 
that this guy has been doing during the last five years. 
 
Victoria: So, is there anyone else that you see as being a thought leading company? Do you  
have another example on top of your mind?   
 
Alberto: It came to my mind really quickly… I mean like Tesla for instance. It is not the only 
electric car maker in the world as electric car maker, but if you think about it, it’s the one who 
is in the minds of everyone. I mean, probably it was the first mover advantage or just that 
they are the ones who just build electric cars, while the other manufacturers they still build 
petrol cars… but the perception that this guy Elon Musk has created for himself and for the 
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company; it's been from the beginning his mission statement or at least his obsession, or 
his idea. And from my perspective, this has made the company to have this sense of 
expertise on electric vehicles, and save the planet by not using fossil fuels. I think Tesla is 
a company that is reshaping the industry and it's reshaping the industry and they believe in 
what they are doing. And they have had their ups and downs, but at the end, the perception 
is that they are the ones leading the change in mobility with new electric cars.  
Victoria: Tell me… as a person looking for answers, how do you find a thought leader? Like, 
how do you choose one? And how what is the process to find a thought leader?   
Alberto: First of all, you need to have somehow an interest of the topic right? I think if you 
don't have an interest, you don’t know who could be a thought leader. You need to have 
some sort of knowledge on the topic because if not, recognizing a thought leader could be 
hard, because you don’t recognize an expert. You don't know that this person is the person 
who knows more about that specific topic and is adding new value, because if you don't 
have an interest there is no value to us. So, I think the first step as a person, is to have an 
interest on the topic or at least somehow to know a bit about this topic. I mean secondly you 
need to be interested in learning more. I mean if you are interested in a topic, but you believe 
that you know, everything about that topic, that is a fixed mindset kind of mindset. And with 
that mindset you are never going to discover more people or companies that could be 
thought leaders. So you need to have an open mindset in order to be able to learn more, 
want to hear what this company has to say and go to conference to do just that. So basically 
you need to want to learn more. That should be like the second point and I would say that 
the third point is to compare. You need to compare what you know what you learn and be 
able to compare opinions and make up your own mind about all the different perspectives 
you hear from. 
 
Victoria: Okay, something that you mentioned before a lot is LinkedIn.  So I'm trying to of 
understand the importance of the followership of people… Do you need to see that this 
person has x amount of followers so you can recognize him as thought leader? 
 
Alberto: that's pretty good question and to be honest if you would have asked me this 
question like three four years ago three years ago, probably my answer would have been 
different. But now I see how LinkedIn is starting to change from knowing your contacts to 
just having online connections. Now there is this mindset of “let's have as many connections 
as you can” and actually from my perspective, it’s losing a bit the objective of the network. 
Obviously from the brand awareness perspective you are going to have a broader audience 
like that, but if you are a company you can launch a LinkedIn campaign and just target 
different people without having the connection. So I believe the number of followers does 
not necessary define the expertise that you have. It needs to be back it up with something 
else. So I mean obviously I'm giving an example of my perception, but obviously I've seen 
that there are some CEOs of some companies and they have like millions of followers and 
not contact, just followers. So that is different. So I don't know… I think it shows how people 
are interested in you but there needs to be other kind of metric to measure that, because 
right now, number of followers is a tricky one. And I mean I'm talking about LinkedIn, but if 
you go just to Instagram or another social network and you put your brand there, there are 
some companies that allow you to increase your number of followers by paying for them. 
But then how many of these followers have the characteristics that I told you about, like 
interest, motivation and also being able to compare different ideas… very few of them. I 
think it is not necessarily the best way to measure thought leadership. 
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Victoria: So social proof is not exactly the proof that you need to figure out thought 
leadership? 
 
Alberto: Yeah, I would say that it could help you to identify, it could be like a factor to help 
you identify someone that is recognized as a thought leader, but I would say that is not 
necessarily the only component that I could be used to measure that. 
 
Victoria: I mean you were talking about publishing a lot. So would that be a component? The 
content that you find from that person? 
 
Alberto: Yeah, definitely… just to give you a personal example, I publish information that I 
believe could be interesting from my perspective, and I am publishing that because that's 
something that I know, that is something that I have experienced, and that's something that 
I believe could be useful for people. And again, I'm not posting that on LinkedIn just to have 
thousand likes, I'm not posting that to have a hundred million retweets. I am just posting that 
there for people to read it if they want and if they don't want that's okay. And it is open to 
comment and create discussions based on different opinion, which is also a great way to 
maybe learn something new or see things from different perspectives. And obviously people 
will read it if they are interested in the topic, otherwise they won’t. So part of the visibility, 
part of the communication, that we have been talking about, is also been create via articles. 
Not only public speaking. 
 
Victoria: So if a company posts content to be seen as a thought leader, how does that differ 
from content marketing or from social selling if it's done on social media sites? 
 
Alberto: It's again that thin line between the one and the other. I would say thought 
leadership is the concept and I would say that content marketing is kind of the use of certain 
leadership to benefit from that thought leadership… Content marketing is more focused on 
conversions I would say… It’s providing with content in order to create a context, in order to 
start creating a relationship with you, but again there is an interest and also it is not brand 
awareness. That is conversion, or that is at least demand generation. So I would say that 
the main difference is that thought leadership should be considered as brand awareness 
without being branding, but not content management. You don’t generate this content to 
generate demand or a new lead. So I would say rhey are related but there is a small 
difference… or at least that is my opinion. 
 
Victoria: so is it the agenda behind the publishing that defines either thought leadership or 
marketing? Is that what you're saying?   
 
Alberto: It’s tough… it could be, but I don’t know. I mean at the end of the day thought 
leadership has also an agenda to create brand awareness, but I would say that it is the 
result that you want to get from either activity. So content marketing it more oriented to 
generate leads and I would say thought leadership needs to be genuine, as I said before, 
needs to be authentic, but also it will help you to strengthen your brand awareness. There 
is a bit of an agenda but the agenda is different… There is another important point… again, 
with content marketing you don’t involve you audience, but I think you do with thought 
leadership… you engage with your audience in a different way. They are part of the strategy.  
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Victoria: So it's your position in the perception in the people's mind that makes up the 
difference between content marketing and thought leadership? 
 
Alberto: Yeah, I think it's both. It is the curiosity of the people first and also the perception 
that the people has about you that is the main difference. 
 
Victoria: I want to come back to that you mentioned before. I did ask before where is the 
thought leadership in the company, in the people, the brand, and you said it’s a mix of both. 
So now I'm trying to understand who's the best person to be a thought leader in the 
company? Is it one person? Would it be the CEO or is it a multitude of people? Can you try 
to elaborate on this? 
 
Alberto: Yeah, I think it depends on the objective you are trying to achieve with thought 
leadership. But I think it should be someone genuine, someone honest and it doesn’t 
necessarily needs to be the highest person in the organization. Obviously, if you are looking 
at generating impact, if you have someone with this skills or these characteristics and they 
are in the top of the company, the level of visibility that you will gain will be higher. It will be 
easier for you to communicate and it will be easier for the company to have people listening 
to that person, because there is there is this kind of sentiment that we tend to have where 
we think the CEO of the company is good. This kind of mindset about the quality of the 
person because of their high title. We are predisposed to listen to what they have to say, 
while if it is someone from the middle of the organization, whom you know nothing about, it 
might be a bit more complicated to have people that are ready to listen to that specific 
person. I guess your mindset it just different when looking at these two people and you being 
open listening to them. I think this question has not a right or wrong answer, I just think it's 
depending of what you want to achieve. But I would say that the most important thing, again, 
is to have someone who is out authentic, not someone who pretends to be. 
 
Victoria: But then why would the CEO be the most authentic person? His agenda is to sell 
to you. Isn't it? 
 
Alberto: exactly, and that is why I said, that, if the CEO is genuine, if the CEO believes what 
he is saying, then the impact will be higher, because obviously he might have some visibility 
already, that another person in the organization will not have. 
 
Victoria: tell me, what do you think is the value of thought leadership for the company?  
 
Alberto: I believe the perception of the company in the market, it will help you creating impact 
on people. It will allow you to be able to be top of mind in the people making purchases, for 
instance. Also, it will help you to be recognized as a leader but also it will help you create 
that impact. Companies in the B2B sector, we are not talking about NGOS, but obviously 
they need to make profits, they need to generate revenue, they need in increase their 
shareholder value. So being a recognized thought leader company, I think it makes things 
easier, when you discuss with other companies, because at then end of the day, you don't 
just buy software or a product or a service, you buy the expertise. So I'm coming here not 
just to tell you how you are going to transform your customer experience using a product or 
a solution, I am going to tell you what I have seen in the market and in so many other 



 - 102 - 

customers, so I am going to bring you value, knowledge, and this is what companies want. 
They don’t want a product or a service, they want partners that allow them to achieve their 
business results and for that you need to have expertise and the best way to show expertise, 
I think, is through thought leadership. 
 
Victoria: Okay, cool. We're actually almost done. So I have two questions left for you. 
Number one is can you give me as many synonyms to thought leadership and what you 
understand it to mean, so everything you understand to be a synonym to thought leadership. 
 
Alberto: Synonyms of thought leadership... That's pretty tough questions. You left the 
toughest question for the end.  
 
Victoria: Of course I did! 
(both laugh) 
 
Alberto: I don't know. I think I could say that… (lost in thought)   
 
Victoria: It doesn't have to be a synonym that takes everything it in like into one word. It can 
also be like the different parts of thought leadership. 
 
Alberto: then I would say influence…  I would say authority….  I would say proficiency… 
Mastery or maestro as well… I would say opinion…. It’s tough… How many more do you 
want, I am running out of ideas… oh! Thinker would be another one! 
 
Victoria: Okay, cool. Alright. Well in that case. I'm going to hit you with the last question. And 
you heard that one before today, so if you have to define thought leadership in the B2B 
context in your own words. How would you do that? So now that we've been talking about 
for an hour. 
 
Alberto: Yeah, so basically, I would say that thought leadership in the B2B environment, it's 
a concept of being perceived as the subject matter expert of a specific topic that edge gonna 
allow yourself to be, or it's gonna allow the company, to be branded as an expert. That's 
obviously something important. It's gonna allow you to highlight the expertise that you have 
in this specific industry, to your prospect customers or to your audience, that obviously they 
will be willing to hear more about what you have to say… so it will be things from a new 
business perspective, and also it will it will allow you to gain visibility in the market. So I 
would say it's more or less what I said with a couple of additional points.  
 
Victoria: Okay. All right. Just before we close, is there anything that you think we haven't 
approached yet that is relevant to thought leadership...? 
 
Alberto: I think one important point to mention is that it’s really tough, if you want to create 
an impression on the market. It's really tough for the company to change that idea… So I 
mean like coming back to the example of Microsoft. It took more than six years to change 
the idea of the consumers on the brand. So just I would say that…  when I was talking about 
what would be the starting point of our company to generate or do to become a thought 
leader company: I would say that it needs to be pretty well defined what you want to achieve 
with the strategy. It needs to be pretty clear and you need to check this strategy again and 
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again and again, because if you make a mistake or create a false impression, that is going 
to be even tougher to take back, and you will probably not generate the impact that you want 
to, but probably the other way around… So I think creativity, communication, 
demonstration… I think everything it's important to consider, but it needs to be well defined 
and planed appropriately.  
 
Victoria: Just like one last thing, about how much do you agree with the following statement 
that “thought leadership is given and not taken”?   
 
Alberto: I think it's pretty good because…  We have been making comparison between 
thought leadership and accounting marketing and I think content marketing is expecting to 
receive something but thought leadership, if it's genuine and authentic, you don't expect 
anything in return, so the value will come afterwards. So, I would say that it's a pretty good 
statement.  
 
Victoria: Awesome. All right, in that case we are done with my stream of questions. 
 
 
 

Interview 2 – Emil Ulrik Friis 
 
Victoria: Okay, so let's get started. is it ok for me to identify you or would you rather be anonymized? 
 
Emil: Now so you can go ahead and identify me. 
 
Victoria: Then just for the record can you please introduce yourself and what you do professionally? 
 
Emil: Yes. I am Emil Ulrik Friis and I am a content marketing specialist. I work with inbound marketing 
and counselling our clients on how to use inbound marketing, which is like a collection of content 
marketing and sales support. 
 
Victoria: So we are going to get to the heart of the subjects immediately. And as you know this is 
part of my thesis research project which is about thought leadership.  the idea here is to 
conceptualize a thought leadership it hasn't been done before which is why I'm trying to get a first 
grasp of what it is.  so we're talking about thought leadership in the B2B context. So, if you had to 
define thought leadership in the B2B context in your own terms and what you believe it is and how 
you understand it, how would you do that? try to be as broad and precise as possible. 
 
Emil: I would maybe start by saying that I don't necessarily think that there is a huge difference 
between B2B and B2C thought leadership.  I would say it's quite the same…  from a marketing 
perspective I would say it's the methods of building trust and authority for your brands and/or  for 
a specific person within that brand,  by  being the front runner within a field, in a specific niche.  so 
that could be Jesper Laursen from this office sort of pushing the agenda of Native advertising as a 
method of doing content marketing distribution. That would be a perfect example I would say of 
thought leadership. It is not an entirely unique idea but it is also not something that is a completely 
established best practice. But again, I wouldn't say that you necessarily…  it doesn't have to be 
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something new you just have to own a certain niche or some methods or some approach to doing 
something and being the go-to resource in that niche.  
 
Victoria: Ok so would you say that thought leadership is relevant in your day today professional life? 
 
Emil: Very much so yes. 
 
Victoria: How so? 
 
Emil: I would say it is actually the overall goal that we are always working towards. So thought 
leadership on a very overall scale is very relevant when we are doing content marketing, where it is 
thought leadership as a brand. So when we are working with VELUX we want to make them the 
thought leaders for how to design with daylight, but when we are helping them doing sales support 
we are also building thought leadership for the individual sales people. So we want to establish them 
towards their individual clients as the people to go to when you want to design something that has 
daylight windows in the roof. So it is not just thought leadership as a brand it is also thought 
leadership as individual people. So it doesn't have to be some Richard Branson super star it can also 
just be…  like I would say I am a thought leader to some of my clients in content marketing. They 
look to me as the expert in it, but I am not even in the top 5 experts in that field, not even here. So 
that's also an element of it. 
 
Victoria: So would you say that thought Leadership is very much dependent on your network? 
 
Emil: Yes that's a very good point yes. 
 
Victoria: So do you yourself follow companies that you see has been thought leaders? 
 
Emil: I guess so, but I wouldn't be able to determine one specific one that is like a thought leader 
per say. It is very much on a case by case basis or context dependent. I could probably come up with 
some if you gave me some time for it, but I don't see that as being the point of thought leadership 
that you look to someone I thought leaders… like it's more of a subtle affect if you gained trust 
towards someone's authority within a specific topic. 
 
Victoria: But like if you had to think about a few of those that your follow, because you actually think 
that they are thought leaders, what are distinctive qualities from those companies? 
 
Emil: Ok so something is definitely that I feel like they are trying to actually genuinely be better at 
whatever it is they are thought leading in, and not necessarily a pushing an agenda. It doesn't always 
hurt that they do have some sort of agenda, because everybody has an agenda when doing 
marketing, but that's not at the front of what they are doing. it feels like they are really trying to 
actually help me learn about something before they are trying to sell me something. 
 
Victoria: And what was the process of finding these thought leaders? 
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Emil: Either through networks, for example for someone like Marcus Sheridan whom I consider to 
be one of the top thought leaders within the field of content marketing, which was introduced to 
me through my network, or it has been through simple Google search. Hubspot for example as a 
brand is definitely a thought leader and I found them in many different ways but often the individual 
people that I found to be the most trustworthy, I stumbled upon them in blog posts and stuff. 
 
Victoria: Ok so the authors of the blog posts then? 
 
Emil: Yes. but in the case of Hubspot it is definitely more the brand than the individual people. 
 
Victoria: So what do you gain by following these companies?  what is your personal gain? 
 
Emil: I definitely gain some insights. That is the way I learn within this field, it is by following these 
brands or these people. 
 
Victoria: Would you say that these people, since you are learning from them and them being 
thought leaders, would you say that a thought leader is a teacher in some way? 
 
Emil: Yes yes yes definitely. 
 
Victoria: Moving on to a different aspect here…  How do you understand leadership in general? We 
are coming back to thought leadership after that. 
 
Emil: I think Marcus Sheridan said it best is that “he's aiming at being the best teacher in the world” 
and also going back to what you said before: that is leadership. And that is also thought leadership. 
He takes it upon himself to help people, like he guides them towards a better way of doing things 
without even gaining anything from it necessarily. 
 
Victoria: I feel like you're comparing this to a leader in a company instead of a boss?  you know what 
I mean by the difference between the two. Is that what you mean? 
 
Emil: Yeah definitely, but that also makes sense in the…  going back to what I said with thought 
leadership being someone who genuinely wants to help you. I think that is a distinctive quality of a 
leader compared to a boss. A leader wants to help you get better at what you do, where a boss 
maybe you just wants to utilize you for whatever resource you are currently and then considers you 
disposable in some way. 
 
Victoria: That's interesting I never heard that one before. Ok so now try to take the stand off the 
company,  where do you see the value for the company to be a thought leader? 
 
Emil: Well once you become a trusted source in something you are also the go to person  when you 
want to buy something within that niche, so we work a lot with Consulting ourselves but also many 
of our clients, even though they are B2B production companies,  first and foremost, the vast majority 
of B2B companies are consultants. If you're VELUX and you're selling windows, it is not just a plug 
and play solution, very rarely at least. You are Consulting Architects and how to build a building with 
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these windows,  and in order to be able to consult them on how to do that, you need to be a trusted 
source and actually know how to do proper daylight design, and in order to do that you need to 
thought lead on how to do it. I mean not necessarily you can also build trust in other ways, but it is 
definitely one of the best ways to do it. 
 
Victoria: One of the most relevant ways you would say?  
 
Emil: Yes. 
 
Victoria: Now that we have talked a little bit about thought leadership, could you try to give me as 
many synonyms to the idea of thought leadership that you can come up with? 
 
Emil: This is difficult…  something like branding I would say is very much a synonym to it in my world. 
And trust… authority as well.  
 
Victoria: It's not the first time that you mentioned these terms. They seem to be very important. 
Are those to you the basis of thought leadership? 
 
Emil: I would always come back to trust as being the most important part of thought leadership. You 
can be a very knowing, and you can be you're very…  like you can be very strong on the research 
part for example, you can be a top notch scientists within your field but if people…  ok so one of 
them is maybe also being able to communicate your points. If you are a top researcher within your 
field and there are many in marketing, like the top researchers of Berkeley and Harvard, that we 
have never ever heard about because they are not communicating their point right, or because they 
haven’t established themselves as trustworthy sources. 
 
Victoria: But is that because they didn't communicate it, because they didn't publish it? 
 
Emil: It's more than that.  I'm trying to phrase it right in my head but it's…  it's not because they're 
not trusted, it is because we don't know them. And on the other end of the spectrum you have 
someone who is very well known, but we don't really trust them for what they are or maybe because 
they are too pushy and too salesy in getting their message out there. And you have to sort of balance 
those two out. So exposure maybe would be the way of saying…  you have to balance exposure and 
trustworthiness to be a proper thought leader, but it definitely takes some exposure as well. (11:46) 
 
Victoria: So what kind of platforms are you thinking about when you talk about exposure? 
 
Emil: Well it's why we prefer working with content marketing... like blogging and writing pieces, 
articles… it does help a lot at least in some fields, which goes for B2B as well, to be involved in the 
more mainstream media. Like if you can gain a voice there then your exposure increases 
exponentially…  
 
Victoria: What do you mean by mainstream media in that case actually? 
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Emil: For example when Jesper wants to talk about native advertising, if he could get a piece in the 
New York Times about why native advertising is the future of marketing then that would raise my 
eyebrows, including the eyebrows of the right people. 
 
Victoria: So it's more journals, or also online? 
 
Emil: Yeah yeah yeah. I think both. 
 
Victoria: And where about online? 
 
Emil: Well I think on your own website is a great place to start, but also on trade publications and 
relevant media. So for Velux for example it's very important to be on top architect media: again 
both to gain exposure but also because these trade publications are the current trusted sources. So 
there is definitely also some…  so when I was studying rhetoric there was a very interesting theory 
of sponsorship ethos… When you are introduced by someone as in a verbal context, but when you 
are introduced by someone that the audience trusts they will automatically trust you more. So when 
you go to stage and you are speaking somewhere, and the person leading the conference, the 
presenter, has already established himself as a trusted presenter to the audience then you will see 
ratings of each of the individual speakers after him raised. So when someone, such as a trusted 
journalist introduces a politician, people well be more likely to trust that person. And I believe, and 
I have seen research to back this up, that this also goes online, so when a very trusted architectural 
magazine introduces a production company making products for architects then that production 
company will seem more trustworthy. I believe you can probably borrow a degree of thought 
leadership from other thought leaders just by association. 
 
Victoria: I'd like to come back to something that you mentioned before. You were talking about the 
people in the company as well as the brand, so since we're talking about thought leadership how 
do you understand it to happen in that context?  Where does it come from? Is  it the people?  is it 
the brand? is it the company?  is it a mix of both? 
 
Emil: It's definitely a mix, but that is something that I I'm struggling with as well, to define this clearly, 
because it very much depends… and there is a resource aspect of it.  So if you have someone in the 
company that can champion this thought leadership approach,  I've definitely seen that help 
because it makes it logistically easier but it also helps for the audience to understand if the brand is 
personified in some way, if there is a person. I believe that's why if we think about the global top 5 
thought leaders, such as Richard Branson or Elon Musk or someone - and Tesla couldn't never 
become a thought leader like Elon Musk can – and Virgin can never become a thought leader like 
Richard Branson can... so you can rise above the regular level of thought leadership as an individual 
person but I also think that the difficulty of doing that is very high and it requires an immense 
amount of resources. It is at least two full time jobs for a person to just do that. So on a day-to-day 
basis it is rarely realistic and you need to consider more of a company branding thought leadership. 
 
Victoria: These champions are they then responsible for that thought leadership of the company? 
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Emil: Well yes but the company also needs to back them up 100%. So if their thought leadership as 
champions is not backed up by the company's actions and by the company's marketing, I cannot 
imagine that will go very well. Which is something like Elon Musk struggled with:  he has had  public 
clashes on internal Tesla affairs. He wanted to Put them in a specific direction where they didn't 
want to go, that just looks unfortunate… 
 
Victoria: But these champions, try to tell me more about these. What do you imagine under those 
people? 
 
Emil: On a practical level I imagine someone going around to speak at conferences and trade shows, 
talking about the points that the company is trying to make. So again, Jesper would be a great 
example. VELUX also has a specific person who is basically their conference woman and I think she's 
spent like half her time just travelling around the world talking about now the indoor generation 
campaign. Myself alone I must have seen her for a 5 times at conferences giving basically the same 
speak about how they are trying to lead the Western world towards a better indoor climate. And it 
doesn't have anything to do with their company or their products specifically, but it has to do with 
VELUX being a thought leader on better indoor climate. 
 
Victoria: But does she know more about this than anyone else? 
 
Emil: Not necessarily but she was involved with the campaign so she's not a random person, it is not 
like you hire an actor to do it.  But yeah I think it is very indicative of how much it works that's I can't 
recall her name (laughs). So you have to be very dedicated to building the brand around one person 
for it to work I would say. Jesper is probably an example of  it working very well on a small scale. His 
name is definitely more known than the Brandmovers name.  
 
Victoria: Sounds like you're saying that brands create champions and generally give their employees 
more freedom to grow? 
 
Emil: Yeah probably would say that, but I would also say that if you want to go with the champion 
strategy that you have to focus on few,  or possibly and probably just one person, and then build 
the entire thought leadership strategy around branding that one person as the thought leader. 
 
Victoria: There is a risk though, if that person leaves… 
 
Emil: And that is a very big risk which is why it is almost always the CEO. 
 
Victoria: Is that a good thing? 
 
Emil: I probably wouldn't go with that strategy myself. I wouldn’t recommend that strategy unless I 
was the CEO (laughs) … 
 
Victoria: I mean is the CEO really the most trusted source?  He has everything to gain for you to buy 
from him.  How is he an authority and a trustworthy person? 
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Emil: Yeah that's a good point…  it is very much a long-haul strategy, it is not something you can just 
do over night or over the course of one year. It is something that takes probably decades of building 
a brand towards this person within an industry. So this is definitely not something you want to do if 
you have a 2 year average lifespan as a CEO. This is something you do if you are in it for life, 
otherwise I would definitely go with the strategy of building the company's brand authority, and 
then as much as possible transferring that to individual employees, which probably is very much 
done through involving them in the process or something similar as social selling, which is very 
important. Like… letting them know what is going on in the marketing department and helping them 
push that out to their network. 
 
Victoria: So where do you see the difference between social selling and thought leadership? 
 
Emil: They are very closely related I would say, but they are different. Social selling I see more as a 
distribution method and thought leadership is a branding method. But they are two sides of the 
same coin I would say. So thought leadership is the overall strategy of the Brandling the company 
as trustworthy and social selling is the distribution strategy of pushing the content that you made 
in order to seam trustworthy through individual employees networks. 
 
Victoria: So if you had to think about how to become a thought leader for an individual or a 
company, how would you go about it?  
 
Emil: I would start figuring out what the agenda is. What is the strategic agenda? What is it exactly 
that you want to achieve? Do we want to be more known in the industry? Do we specifically only 
want more trust with the people who already know us or do we want to sell more products? And 
it's probably always a mix of all those but you need to pick a lane… 
 
Victoria: I mean at the end selling your product is the ultimate goal right? The only thing that 
changes is the strategy how to go about it. 
 
Emil: Yeah but I think that is something that work is Sheridan succeeded with is, that this might be 
somewhere in the back of his head but it never seems to be what he focuses on, it always seems 
like he wants to build more trust and if that sells more products down the line then that is great, 
but if you can't track that he did it doesn't matter because he build more trust and that's what he 
wants to do. So that's like the strategic focus of it and then there is more of a practical focus. So you 
want to pick your political agenda as well I would say. So for VELUX for example, they chose to 
become the thought leader of building with daylight, that is for their B2B company this whole thing 
about designing with daylight, but I think their B2C company is even more interesting case where 
they chose to be the thought leaders of better indoor climate. And it doesn't necessarily have to be 
with their products and that is a very important point: that if you want to seem more genuine, or 
truly be more genuine, you have to look beyond your own products and consider all the options 
they are to solving whatever problem it is you're trying to help solve. So if you are Nestlé, or 
someone, you could say you want to help provides clean water for the whole world or whatever, 
and it doesn't necessarily have to be by pushing them Nestle bottled water but by whatever means 
we should try to achieve this political agenda, and that is probably the top echelon of thought 
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leadership. Which is when  you can latch on a political agenda that extends beyond  your company's 
products focus on, but it should be relevant to its obviously.  
 
Victoria: Obviously, it should be yes… so that seems like the ideology of the company needs to be 
very open minded. How do you think the professional culture of the firm impacts its chances of 
being a thought leader? 
 
Emil: Highly. This is something, if you really want to go into a thought leadership strategy, you need 
to have the top management on board because this is a strategic decision as much as it is a 
marketing decision. I don't think I've ever seen a case where it was fostered in a marketing 
department and didn't get the C level on board and succeeded. If you want to guide the whole 
company towards it's obviously you need the management on board as well. If you just want to 
produce some content about something, then that is to spending on a very basic level. 
 
Victoria: So what type of firm culture is most fruitful? 
 
Emil: I’d say there has to be a degree of innovation in the firm and some boldness maybe?  because 
it is a long-haul strategy. That as well, the firm culture needs to be considering the long-term 
effects... which is not a necessity today. There are many companies, they might not say that they 
do, but where it's kind of clear that they are mainly focused on short-term goals. 
 
Victoria: And that is a problem for thought leadership? 
 
Emil: Definitely yes.  
 
Victoria: Why? 
 
Emil: Again, because thought leadership cannot and will not be established over the course of just 
of a few weeks, months or even years. That is actually probably a key challenge:  overcoming the 
company culture of constantly seeking short-term goals. And this is something that exists in every 
company in the world. There will be some people who are focused on next weeks, next months and 
next years results, and don't really care what happens in 5 or 10 years. 
 
Victoria: You mentioned innovation, what did you mean by that in this case? 
 
Emil: I mean that you have to seek…  if you're not inherently thought leaders already, you have to 
seek out a new way of solving the branding and marketing challenge. And also you have to be able 
to come up with new ways of solving the problems of the audience or your clients. Otherwise you're 
probably a sort of a thought leader already; if your way is the only way to do something then you 
don't really need thought leadership. It is only relevant whenever there is a new way of solving a 
problem and you want it champion  that new way of doing it I would say. Doesn't make sense? 
 
Victoria: Yeah it does. I'm just thinking that for that I guess you need a lot of R&D? Is that investment 
something that you believe is important  for thought leadership? 
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Emil: It might make sense but I think R&D is pretty important for the top thought leaders but it is 
not a necessity for thought leadership. Thought leadership doesn't have to be product oriented, 
again it can be more politically oriented or it can be … how would you say it… just a way of focusing 
what you are working on in an industry. So again, the VELUX example: with the same product they 
have steered the industry towards considering constructing with daylight instead of just having a 
facade window. They wanted them to consider using roof windows but it has been the same product 
the whole time, it is just a new way of working in that industry. So again that is innovation: that is 
convincing people to try out a new method for doing something that they have always done. 
 
Victoria: So would you say that there are some disadvantages to being a thought leader? 
 
Emil: Yeah I would say one of the main disadvantages is that it can be difficult to get short-term 
results out of it. Again you have to pull a lot of resources into a long-haul strategy and you can, and 
probably will see a stagnation, or even a decrease and your short term marketing KPIS. And this is 
something that can hurt the efforts a lot, and I have seen it hurt a lot, that people - if they don't see 
results within the first month or even a year - the momentum sort of shifts. So that is a disadvantage 
for the company, but also definitely a disadvantage for the individuals trying to push the agenda of 
thought dealership. 
 
Victoria: I do understand though from what you say, that thought leadership is “just another 
marketing strategy”, what is your reaction to that?  
 
Emil: I disagree to some extent, but I mean it's not entirely untrue. But “just another one” has the 
connotation of it being on the same level, and I think thought leadership is probably the cumulative 
effect of a lot of marketing strategies is that most companies already use. I see it as the end result 
of very very well executed branding. So it is the end result of content marketing, and social selling, 
and paid distribution, and branding, and like a visual identity…  it is the overall effect of a lot of 
things that you need to have in a marketing department. 
 
Victoria: But it is still in marketing strategy then? 
 
Emil: Yes, or it is a marketing effect.  
 
Victoria: So you were talking before about having people from the company share what they know, 
so when we talk about thought leadership it is also about knowledge? 
 
Emil: Yes. 
 
Victoria: So what type of knowledge do you think thought leadership is based on? 
 
Emil: Oh that's a difficult question…  I think that is very context-dependent. Llike it can be anything:  
it can be a technical knowledge if that is what you want to be a thought leader in… Ok so Jesper’s 
thought leadership is very much on the innovative side and VELUX is very much on the technical 
side, and Richard Branson is very much on the political sides. So it can take many forms, which also 
depends on what you want to achieve with this. If you want to push the very innovative agenda like 
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Jesper does, it doesn't really get you did me to leads initially but it gets a lot of attention and then 
eventually leads. If you want to push the political agenda that gets a very high amount of attention 
but very little amount of business, unless your business is being invited to speak at big events and 
then it's very fruitful, and the technical stuff that VELUX does is only a very interesting for a very 
small crowd, but of people who are very much into this industry, but then it is a little amount of 
very high value purchase ready leads. So yeah it is a strategic decision as well, and what you want 
to focus on…  You can sort of call it a top funnel thought leadership or a bottom funnel thought 
leadership.  
 
Victoria: It does sounds like you're saying that you should rather be an expert in one field instead a 
broad knowledge?  
 
Emil: Yes definitely yeah. I think it is very resource intense to become a thought leader and it is 
difficult enough in just one small niche or one specific political agenda within an industry, so if you 
want to thought lead several agendas in several industries, it becomes just increasingly difficult. 
Which is again why I see it as different from just branding in general, where you just overall want to 
start build some trust for a brand on all aspects, but where thought leadership is more the niche 
version. If you have the marketing budget of Coca-Cola and you can build brand Trust on all aspects 
of whatever you do that is not really thought leadership, that's just branding.  
 
Victoria: So how close to you relate thought leadership to expertise? 
 
Emil: Very closely. Almost like an exact synonym. Again I would probably say that thought 
leadership is the end result of expertise being distributed very wisely. So you can have a ton of 
expertise within a company but if it's not communicated and distributed to the right people in the 
right form, then you won't have thought leadership but you will still have the expertise. But you 
definitely can't have that leadership without a high degree of expertise…  well you can but then it 
becomes more political again. You can thought lead through innovation, which is necessarily a 
technical product expertise…  so actually the more I think about it the more I think you can have 
thought leadership without expertise… 
 
Victoria: Depending on the thought leadership you want? 
 
Emil: Yes.  
 
Victoria: But let's talk about this content that you mention... this knowledge sharing. What type of 
contents, and I mean not just the content of the content, but the format of the content, do you 
expect to be shared? 
 
Emil: Oh that can be practically anything, I would say it's probably important to consider your 
audience here. I see a lot of thought leadership starting, or being focused on podcast for example, 
but I don't hear a lot of people actually listening to podcasts. So that's an interesting thing to 
consider… like we are in marketing consulting and seeing as so many people here work with 
podcasts we might be more inclined to listen to them, but I don't know how many Architects listen 
to architectural podcasts, but there is still being produced in large numbers. So you want to use the 
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formats that you know your audience are going to be looking for. So if they want to read books then 
you should probably write books, and if they want to see documentaries then you should maybe 
considering one of those…  it is whatever format makes sense for your audience  that you want to 
become thought leader of.  
 
Victoria: Does the format generate trust as well in your audience? 
 
Emil: Yeah that is probably a good point, but again it is very context-dependent…  so I don't have 
any reason to believe that a blog post is any less trustworthy than a full printed hardback book. But 
there are definitely some audiences where that is the case: here again architects are a good 
example, that they seem to have very little rust in short form text… yeah so that is audience 
dependent. It is definitely an important thing to consider. You shouldn't use the format that people 
deem untrustworthy. And doing an audience research is probably a good place to start, and find out 
what they believe to be trustworthy formats. 
 
Victoria: How about now they're content of this knowledge that is shared? Based on the different 
contexts, what is something that you really expect to find there? (36:26) 
 
Emil: Again innovation is still important, or industry insights or new developments within the 
industry…  that would be often intriguing.  And then there is the technical aspects, so it's like expert 
knowledge on specific fields like “ ow to do advanced things within this industry”. And then there is 
the whole “thought” thought leadership: the new ways of considering something, or the very 
motivational you could say…  like political motivational …  the continent that tries to push us towards 
doing something better or smarter or more fair or whatever they want to push. VELUX is a very good 
example of this again: it doesn't have anything to do with expertise, there is nothing new in it, they 
just want to be inspiring, they want to inspire us as architects to be more considerate of indoor 
climate, which isn't something that serves our own agenda. I mean architects won't make any more 
money from it, the buildings won't be any prettier from it, but they can go to sleep at night feeling 
satisfied that they help make the world a better place.  
 
Victoria: So how important is then the opinion of the company? so kind of how important is opinion 
in thought leadership? is that something you value a lot? 
 
Emil: It can be an important point…  again maybe the technical thought leadership won't need to be 
opinionated as much but yeah it is definitely something that helps distinguish real thought 
leadership from just regular branding. Like you're actually taking a stand on something and again I 
think that leads back to when I phrased as political thought leadership…  if you are opinionated it 
will be more interesting to media, it will be more intriguing to the audience and it is just easier to 
get your employees on board as well. Like if you can rally them towards a specific cause, I think that 
is a lot easier than just saying “we want to build trust with our audience”. If you can say “we want 
to inspire people to build healthier and brighter homes”; that is something that people can get 
behind.  
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Victoria: So from what I understand expertise, or the perception thereof, is very important in 
thought leadership.  How about companies such as Accenture, BCG, they are perceived as being 
thought leaders…  do you agree? 
 
Emil: Yeah probably…  but they are not as relevant to me…  yeah I haven't really been exposed to 
what they do.  
 
Victoria: Ok…   I'm just trying to understand these big companies, and VELUX is maybe more like a 
niche thing, but I mean when you think about the Boston Consulting group, or Apple even, these 
are recognized worldwide seen as thought leading companies.   
 
Emil: Hm…. 
 
Victoria: Why do you think that these specifically or seen that way? what makes them so special?  
what makes them so different from i don’t know, Microsoft for example? 
 
Emil: Well I think because there are different. They dare to do things in a different way then 
everyone… than IBM, Lenovo, Microsoft: these three were making small changes to the same 
formats and Apple tried to do something completely different. So that comes back to the 
opinionated and innovative aspects...  yeah they did things in a different way and they also did it 
with some political sub-tones and people could get behind that cause either for political reasons or 
because it help them establish their personal identity or just because they like the product. For 
whatever reason their way of doing things differently helped them to be thought leaders within 
design simplicity for example for the case of Apple, and then you have the case of like I don't know 
Mackenzie for example…  who are very innovative in a whole number of different industries but 
they are also very focused around giving insights into new ways of doing things in basically every 
industry.  
 
Victoria: So since they are in every industry how can they be thought leaders? I thought it was 
something that you had to be expert in and very focused? 
 
Emil: I think they are an outlier and they have an extremely high amount of resources dedicated to 
doing this, but that is a good point…  they are thought leaders in marketing as well ,but I don't really 
see them as such because I haven’t …  then again maybe it is a problem that they are in so many 
industries.  But again they are in extreme outlier and in general it would be very difficult to achieve 
that… BCG as well. I can't really relate to them, because they're doing so many different things. 
 
Victoria: Let's go back for a second to the social selling idea. I want to dig more into the social parts, 
and not necessarily the selling, but the social network sites that also come into play when talking 
about thought leadership. You mentioned blogs, you mentioned own websites… how about the 
social networking sites? anything that you think has an impact on thought leadership? 
 
Emil: Yeah I think that comes back to actually getting your message out there…  and social media 
are a very important part of that. If you're not already established as some degree of thought leader 
then people probably won't come to your website and they probably won't visit your blog, so you 
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need to push your message out to where the audience already is, and that is usually social media. I 
mean everyone is as social media so if you can just filter for the right audience like Facebook, 
LinkedIn or Pinterest or whatever…  is probably the place to start building your audience first and 
then once it is built you can maybe focus more on the blog or whatever. 
 
 
Victoria: It seems like you have to be very transparent to become a thought leader, if you want to 
create trust… how do you agree with this? How important do you feel this is? 
 
Emil: I agree very much and I think that is a key aspect actually. If it seems like you have a hidden 
agenda, even if you don't, that evaporates trust immediately. And on the other hand even if you do 
have an agenda, if it's just openly out there like “we want to help create better indoor climate and 
part of that is using our windows but there are also other parts that are important”  then people 
won't mind, because it is obvious you are a window company so you want to sell windows but you're 
helping making the world a better place so we accept that you're trying to sell windows because 
you're not hiding it. 
 
 
Victoria: Does this somewhat involve a dialogue? It feels like it's a very one way communication… 
 
Emil: I think a dialogue can definitely help but I wouldn't say it is a necessity, and is in many cases 
that thought leadership is a one to many communication But openness is a part of transparency and 
openness involves dialogue… so at some point you probably need someone of a dialogue yes. 
 
Victoria: Is there anything that you believed we have an approached?  something you feel relevant 
to thought leadership? 
 
Emil: No… I don't know what that should be. 
 
Victoria: Now imagine you would have to create that conceptualization of thought leadership, And 
we have talked a lot about for example trust, authority and openness, knowledge, expertise…  if you 
had to put some boxes in this thought leadership concept what else would you put in there? Or if 
you had to create your own construct where would you put in there? 
 
Emil: I think we have been around most of it…  so yeah I don't know what else I would put in there. 
 
Victoria: In that case we're done thank you so much for participating. 
 
Emil: Sure you're welcome. 
 
 
 

Interview 3 – Jesper Laursen 
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Victoria: So as you know, this is part of my master thesis research project, which is about 
leadership. My goal is to conceptualize the idea of thought leadership and principally in the 
B2B context. So first thing is do you want to be anonymized for the interview or is it okay for 
you to be identified? 
 
Jesper: I’m okay with being identified. 
 
Victoria: cool then for the record can you introduce yourself and tell me what to do 
professionally? 
 
Jesper: My name is Jesper Laursen and I'm the CEO of BrandMovers and a couple of other 
companies doing content marketing and native advertising. 
 
Victoria: Then we will get right to the middle of it. So if you have to define thought leadership 
in the B2B context to me, how would you how would you define that?  
 
Jesper: Well, first of all, I think it's important to notice that most people use it in a wrong way 
and by that I mean they mistake thought leadership for being an expert. Now true thought 
leadership is to actually create new knowledge that didn't exist before. So you're moving 
your industry, or whatever it might be, somewhere new.  Now an expert on the other hand, 
can be an expert in his or her field, and can evangelize that expertise and educate the 
industry, or their peers, or coworkers or whatever, without being a true thought leader. And 
I think that's a very important distinction. Now for any practical purpose it might not be so 
important what it is you are calling it. Like you might say in your own company you have a 
thought leadership program or you might be an agency building a thought leadership 
strategy for someone, but it might in reality be an expert strategy. Let me give you a few 
examples. So when we launched Brandmovers as one of the first content marketing 
agencies in the country, we set out to not only position ourselves as experts in the field, but 
actually to build and move this industry into something it wasn't before, and to infuse 
knowledge into the space, by for example, creating new research. So one of the first things 
we did was create a research piece called “content marketing in Denmark” which is focusing 
on the budgets, the challenges, the opportunities, all these things among brands that are 
doing this. And that of course creates a lot of knowledge that could be used and that is that 
is an element of true thought leadership. It is trying to… it could be trying to invent processes 
or things that didn't exist before.  So now we also do a lot of expert activities, which could 
be when we have our newsletter, or a blog… we do a piece or a blog posts about something, 
like a change to the algorithm of Facebook and then Mikle, our head up a distribution might 
do a blog post like “This is what it means to you as a business”; positioning us as experts, 
but it's not thought leadership. You know, anyone in the world, working with paid distribution 
on Facebook, ideally, would try to figure out what this means to their business. And of 
course, it is portraying a knowledge that we have, but that's not thought leadership.   
 
Victoria: So do you need to be an expert though, to become to the stage of thought 
leadership? 
 
Jesper: Yes, because otherwise… I mean you could be a researcher for example… you 
know, just come up with some questions and a survey out there, and put the answers into 
report right?  
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Victoria: kind of what I am doing now… 
 
Jesper: And so what you're doing now is collecting all this data analyzing it and 
understanding this might to some extent make you an expert in the field of what thought 
leadership is, but to become a thought leader on “How to do thought leadership in the B2B 
space” you would need to, let's say create a new model for how to do this, that didn't exist 
before. A new process for someone… it would be different and more than registering what 
is already going on. And you could write a book – being an expert without being a thought 
leader. Again, it's not the only important thing here. So that's why I'm saying for all practical 
purposes, it might not be important to distinct the two, but when you ask me, what my 
definition of thought leadership is… being a thought leader is about creating something that 
didn't exist. And it doesn't have to be all that you do… I mean, you can be a thought leader 
and then let's say 10% of what you do is actually thought leadership and the rest might just 
being an expert. Some might argue this you know… they might think “but I'm leading 
thoughts”, or “I'm an expert giving a lecture on something”, and “I'm leading people's 
thoughts towards something”, “so I am a thought leader”.  But if you look at the definition of 
partnership, I think that would be important… but I think it's not so much important what you 
call things but what's important here is that it could be the starting point for the discussion 
on what your expert / thought leadership program… to what extent do you want to make it 
a thought leadership program? I mean how ambitious you want to be? In terms of the depth 
of knowledge, because you can also have a breadth of knowledge and for many people, just 
being an expert on a wider field might be more effective and might be the right thing for what 
they're trying to achieve, other than you know, being a scholar and a PhD in one specific 
area. So there's no right or wrong. It's just important that when someone is saying “we want 
to be thought leaders”, do you really want to be a thought leader or do you want to position 
yourself as an expert in the field? And it all depends on what your goals are.   
 
Victoria: In your day-to-day Business and Professional life, how important is thought 
leadership to you or relevant? 
 
Jesper: So I think for the for the sake of this conversation, we should just say expert and 
thought leadership… let’s just for the sake of this conversation call this thought leadership, 
now that we've established that there are differences. I think in our business thought 
leadership is crucial. It is the most important thing. It is what differentiates us from others. 
We are not necessarily the smartest people in every aspect, but people come to us for our 
expertise. We have another business called Mediamovers, which is a journalism production 
company, there is no thought leadership in that or expertise, we're good at creating really 
good journalistic content at a low price point. That's our that's our niche. That's our value 
proposition. That has nothing to do with thought leadership or expertise in anyways. We're 
probably the best in the country at that, but that has nothing to do with thought leadership. 
People don't come to that agency for thought leadership or expertise. They come to get 
great content at a low price. Now Brandmovers on the other hand, there are elements of 
what we do that has similarities to that; they still want value for money and there might be 
assignments that are more about producing stuff for clients. But when you come to us, in 
the way we want to position ourselves, is that ideally there is no one smarter than us in what 
we do. That's the ambition.  
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Victoria: okay. So are there companies that you recognize as being thought leaders? 
 
Jesper: in our space? 
 
Victoria. Any space.  
 
Jesper: sure there are millions. 
 
Victoria: Do you have an example? 
 
Jesper: So within the marketing space… or do you want just any? 
 
Victoria: first one that comes to your mind. 
 
Jesper: There are a lot of tech companies out there that are great. You know, IBM has done 
a lot of thought leadership with Watson, and everything that goes on in the artificial 
intelligence space. Are they the strongest in the world and that? that's debatable, but they're 
definitely doing stuff with Watson, that hasn't been done before and they're creating 
knowledge around it and they're pretty transparent about not being able to figure everything 
out before they tell people… they're just saying “hey, we got something crazy here”, “this is 
what we try to do with it”, “here's what we've learned” and they have different elements of 
it… So that's definitely one. I think a good example, also it's HubSpot, which is a marketing 
automation software. They coined the phrase inbound marketing. Inbound is originally 
something that stems from sales. So instead of being outbound, cold calling for example, 
you do something, and they will come to you… so it's an inbound lead generation. Basically 
someone comes to you and say “hey, I'd love to do business with you”, and they coined the 
phrase inbound marketing, and created a book around it and have some very substantial 
research, which they also created. They wrote the book called “INBOUND”, the founders of 
HubSpot did. So they are another example of a company that is doing well.   
 
Victoria: and what is your professional and personal gain from thought leading companies 
such as HubSpot?  
 
Jesper: so what I get out of them?  
 
Victoria: Yeah, what is the value that you get out of it? 
 
Jesper: Well, they their thought leadership helps me become a better expert. And they do 
to some extent help me become a thought leader as well, in the sense that they give me 
knowledge that I could then work my way through, and then, build on top of. So, an example, 
is that we run the native advertising institute, and artificial intelligence could be a component 
that we could use for identifying new ways of doing native advertising. So we might take 
some of their thought leadership and use that knowledge, and then add some of what we 
know, and then create something new out of that.  
 
Victoria: So how's the process of finding these thought leading companies? What is your 
personal process?  
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Jesper: I think for most people it's pretty simple. It's really, the essence of content marketing: 
it’s either you Google your way through it, and you start with the questions you have. For 
example, how does artificial intelligence work? I don't know if I'm ending up at IBM in that 
sense, but there might be a pretty good chance depending on where I'm going to search 
online, or I might be on LinkedIn and someone shares the latest piece of research from IBM 
or, as I am subscribed to the newsletter of Hubspot, that might be a channel for them to 
make me aware that they have thought leadership on that content… But you know, either 
you get in touch with it because you're searching for specific advice in what they're doing 
and they will give you the answer. Or you might be looking for General inspiration in a space 
and then they will inspire you in the direction that they can. So for example, you might go to 
a conference to get smarter on a topic and there might be one of the speakers that inspires 
you. You didn't go to the conference to necessarily hear the specific advice that they were 
giving, but just to get smarter or get inspired in a space.  
 
Victoria: Okay, so let's take Hubspot as an example of a thought leading company. So where 
is the thought leadership at? Which level? Is it the firm level? the person level. Can you 
pinpoint that?  Like, who is the thought leader: the brand, the company, the people?  
 
Jesper: No, I can't, because it depends… it can be… you can be a thought leader without 
having a company. You could be a scholar, you could be a speaker. There are several 
speakers, there are many speakers that don’t have a company. They write a book and they 
do speaking. That's how they make their living. So, they make their living off of being a 
thought leader. Then you have thought leaders within a company, or the company is… We 
had at one of our conferences, way back like five years ago, we had a guy called Joe who 
was running the marketing at HubSpot. So he was a thought leader within a company that 
is a thought leader, and he was there speaking on stuff that he discovered in his department. 
So he was de facto a thought leader, and at the same time, so it was Hubspot. So he could 
at another time just be showcasing the thought leadership that the company did... The 
companies can have a spokesperson that is then seen as a thought leader.  And then you'll 
have companies that very much try not to have a person, of course for a company, the 
danger of having thought leaders within the companies that can then leave and take the 
authority and leadership with them and to their competitors.  So, some companies feel that 
this is too much of a threat, so they don't want to give people such a position.  And 
sometimes they're rather have the idea that the value you get from having a face is this 
bigger than the risk of them leaving, which of course every now they do.  
 
Victoria: yeah I get that, but I'm still trying to figure out… like if it's not the people who are 
spokesperson or representative of the company and their ideas, where do you pinpoint 
thought leadership then?   
Jesper: They could be a spokesperson. If you want an interview with someone at a company 
that did something, then you would need to speak to someone... (lost in thought) Try to ask 
me that question again…  
 
Victoria: so… I'm trying to understand - if there is no spokesperson, or if there is not a specific 
employee that has the thought leading knowledge - how does a company position itself as 
a thought leader?  Like where is it then that you see the thought leadership if it's not a 
specific person? 
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Jesper: Well if… when we put out our annual report on content Marketing in Denmark, it's 
not me. It’s Brandmovers who puts out a report. So you download the report, you read the 
report. I might be the face on the introduction to the report and if they want someone to 
speak at a conference on it, I'll be the one to speak, and then they might see me as the face 
to the thought leadership of the company. 
But I didn't do the report; someone else at the company did. So where is the thought 
leadership? Well it is within the company. It’s brand building: your building the company's 
brand as a thought leader… I don't have any face on IBM. 
 
Victoria: No me neither…  
 
Jesper: but IBM is a thought leader. So their brand is being a thought leading company.  
 
Victoria: Okay, so would you say that thought leadership is - in quotation - “nothing more 
than a brand building marketing strategy? Is that what it is then?  
 
Jesper: Well no… it could be many things. I mean you could use…  so if we're saying thought 
leadership is creating, organizing, evangelizing knowledge, you could use that for R&D, or 
you can use that for employer branding, you could use that for marketing, you can use it for 
many different things. So people want to work for a smart company: that's employer 
branding; how are you hire people. 
 
Victoria: Yeah. Actually I'd like to get more into this idea of like how the company is itself; 
the ideology behind the firm. In your opinion, what does it take?  And I mean more like in 
the aspect of the firm culture, to become a thought leader?  
 
Jesper: It takes management buy in and resolution. I mean it needs to be anchored at the 
C-level. It takes persistence, and it takes activities and budgets It doesn't come from nothing. 
So you need C-level to either conceptualize the idea or back up the idea 100%. That's 
number one. Then of course you need people that are actually able to create this knowledge: 
again it doesn't come from nothing, someone needs to be able to do this. And then you need 
a plan and a budget. So, how are we going to create the knowledge? how are we going to 
tell the world? how are we we going to make that a part of our culture? It takes company-
wide buying. Not only C-level but company-wide. Not necessarily in terms of every 
employee. I mean I'm sure there are people working in the factories of IBM that are not 
involved, but again it still needs to be company-wide and it takes persistence. It doesn't 
come overnight.  
 
Victoria: So what type of processes do you have in mind when you think about this? 
 
Jesper: Well first you need to figure out: What am I going to be an expert in? and that's not… 
you can't say like… “in marketing”. You need to know what kind of marketing or what niche 
in your industry? You should start with a niche. You might have a bigger idea that you might 
have, and you want to own a bigger space, but you got to start somewhere. And then you 
have got to work from there. So what is your position and of course that needs to be aligned 
with whatever brand position you have already. It might be a branding exercise, but it's not 
what's defining your brand… You know, you need to have a brand. What is your brand?  
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And it needs to be in line with the… so again. Take our own example with the agency: our 
brand is to create great content for a low cost.  You can't put a thought leadership strategy  
to that brand, then you need to change the brand and then the products and everything… 
so you can’t just you can put thought leadership on any kind of company. It needs to make 
sense. Just as you can’t put a… Let's say you want to be a sustainable company and climate 
change friendly. I mean you cannot be an oil and gas company and claim a position as being 
all about environment… You can't.  So again, thought leadership is not for everyone. Neither 
is it necessarily a good idea for every company, or even possible. 
 
Victoria: so where would you say is the advantage, or even disadvantage for a company to 
be a thought leader then?   
 
Jesper: Well the advantage would be to standout. And again, there are other advantages 
like, recruitment and product development… but mostly it’s standing out. 
 
Victoria: So what's the goal of sending out?   
 
Jesper: Well, that would be this show more shit, or recruit more people.  
 
Victoria: Hmm. So would you say thought leadership is to some extent a strategy to lead 
generation?   
 
Jesper: Could be lead generation… could be to elevate your profit margin… whatever your 
company goal is. I can’t be for any company goal, but there are many different company 
goals that thought leadership could help with. 
 
Victoria: before you were talking about research, about knowledge that is created as part of 
being a thought leader, and that it needs to be told and shared. So how do you see this 
process?   
 
Jesper: I mean, you can't lead people's thoughts if you're not in touch with them right? The 
only way to move something forward is to talk to them or communicate with them. So how 
the processes look like? Well that very much depends on who it is you're trying to influence. 
I mean you got to build it around the audience: who are we trying to influence? with what? 
and then that would then dictate the channels and the approach. You know if you are trying 
to influence C-level people at Fortune 500 companies, email newsletter probably won't be a 
good idea. You know, it might be trying to get on stage in Davos or maybe something slightly 
easier to get on stage in. But you know, wherever the people you want to influence are 
hanging out;  this where you want to be, and then that dictates the format you're going to be 
using – is it going to be videos or giving a speech, is it going to be ebooks? Or is it going to 
be reports, or PR, or getting on television? whatever it might be...  
 
Victoria: But let say we have the format that fits the audience, what is the type of knowledge 
that you think should be shared with them?   
 
Jesper: I can't tell you… because that depends on what kind of company you are. So, you 
know, if you are IBM it's artificial intelligence type of content; if you're someone else… it's 
not all depends. 
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Victoria: Okay. So as you said, you need to know what you're talking about, so to some 
extent also be an expert - even though you say only the next step is thought leadership – 
But, so how do people actually get to trust your authority? How do you create that trust?   
 
Jesper: So they're different ways. You could partner up with someone who's already got a 
lot of trust. Find someone who already is trustworthy in the eyes of the people you want to 
influence and team up with them… it could be influencer, it could be trade organizations, it 
could be governmental bodies, it could be scholars… but yeah whoever has the 
trustworthiness, the trust of the audience. The other thing would be again persistency.  You 
know, trust takes time. You're not going to trust someone, two minutes after you met. You're 
not going to read one thing and think “oh my God, I want to give him my first born”. It takes 
time and that is, as in many other things, probably where most companies fail. 
 
Victoria: Why? 
 
Jesper: Well because… so we have a client right now actually wants to be an expert in a 
field and then eight months into the project they’ve cut the budget by 70%, because we didn't 
deliver on sale, which was not the target right? That’s because management wants to see 
some numbers in terms of sales and that's fine, but they were not going to succeed at what 
they set out to do, because you can't do that in 8 months. You simply can't turn this big 
company - in a very competitive market - into a go-to place and give it eight months and 
then turn the budget down to a fourth of what it was and then say “Oh, by the way now we're 
going to focus on sales for those 25/30 percent of the budget while building our brand”… 
That just doesn’t work like that. That's why you can say that you do but you're not going to… 
and the same goes for Thought leadership And I think that's where that's where it's so 
important to being able to tie, and that just doesn't just go for a thought leadership, but you 
have to be able to tie your project to specific tangible business goals that C-level people will 
actually agree with and be satisfied with. You need to say “we're going to do this”, “this is 
what we're trying to achieve”, “this is how we measure it”, “this is how much of XYZ we're 
going to get”, “and we're going to spend x amount of money on it” and “if we do that, will you 
give us more money next year, or give us the same”, “are you going to be happy with that?” 
Of course, things might change, you know, anything can happen; the company might suffer 
a big lawsuit and then they need to focus differently. The focus might change but that's 
different, “so if all things equal and we deliver this for this budget, is that going to make you 
happy?” And if they signed that agreement and you deliver on it, and they still change it then 
it's just stupid. That's what happened with our client: we delivered on every KPI; we 
overachieved on it and yet they change, but what happened there was their business focus 
needed to change. They were cut off on overall budget by 25% because of some other stuff 
happening and that's a that's a totally viable reason., but then it has consequences.  
 
Victoria: Yeah. So how transparent does a company needs to be when it's striving to become 
a thought leader like your client?  
 
Jesper: Well 100 percent. I mean there's no… you're not trying to cheat anyone. You can't 
be a thought leader unless you're genuinely giving people something of value. There's 
nothing to not be transparent about. What you do is what you become. So it's really, you 
know, “I'm putting this forward and then that should position me as a thought leader in this 
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space”. There's nothing to be transparent about… it is transparent. So what we do is we 
give you knowledge that you can then benefit from, and then you will see me as a thought 
leader. 
(Jesper had to take a phone call) 
 
Victoria: Okay, so you've talked about some companies like IBM that you find both are 
thought leading companies because of what they create so in terms of innovation. So how 
important is this innovation part for a thought leader?  
 
Jesper: I don't know how to answer that.  I mean. You don't have to have an Innovative 
product or even being an Innovative company to be at the thought leader. But then on the 
other hand it oftentimes is. I don't think we have Innovative products as such, maybe 
slightly… so it's more about the knowledge that we create and share.  
 
Victoria: how important then is the opinion from these thought leading companies to you? 
The personal opinion of the company like what they stand for? 
 
Jesper: I think there lies to some extend an opinion in what they decide to focus on. But if 
we're talking opinion as in “this is how we see things, this is what we feel is right”, I think in 
terms of communication that is always a good idea to have a strong and clear voice. It's 
easier to get heard if you have that. For some companies that's their angle on branding; to 
have a clear opinion that you know sets them aside from the competition. 
 
Victoria: but do you need that to be a thought leader? 
 
Jesper: I don't know if you need that.  I mean you could create research and say this is this 
is what the number show, this is what we make out of them without saying what's right or 
wrong, so you don't need that. But on the other hand, you know, if let's say you create a 
piece of research and you analyze the results and put it out there, and say that would usually 
lead you to having a pretty good idea of what would be the right thing to do. And if you say 
that out loud then that would mean you have an opinion. A defined opinion could give you a 
stronger voice. 
 
Victoria: Actually, there's something I would like to get back to from before. So you 
mentioned communication… how important is it to have a network and what type of network 
do you see as being key to become or be a thought leader? 
 
Jesper: I mean you could use a network. I mean Network can be many things. So what is 
the network? is a network an audience?  
 
Victoria: it can be that; it can also be a platform where you have a network such as LinkedIn. 
It can be anything.  
 
Jesper: So on LinkedIn, I would say you could have an audience. It could be your network, 
or it could be people just following you… same goes for… I mean if we're talking about being 
allowed on stage at an event, it would be a good thing to know the people who host the 
event, it makes it easier, or if you have a good network in whatever trade media, through 
industries, it makes it easier for you to get your thoughts in that publication or media. I mean 
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a network is always a good thing, and also in this case. And then you have the audience, so 
obviously, if you have access to a platform or an audience that you either own or earned 
your way into, yeah that is crucial. I mean again, you need someone to listen to your 
thoughts. And if your network can give you that audience, those ears, for free that's good, 
but you can also buy your way to it. You know, if you go to the trade media of your industry 
with your thoughts and they say sorry, “it's not interesting” or “We don't have room for that” 
or whatever, it's okay. You can buy a page and still get your thoughts in front of the audience 
who might react positively to it and that's paid channel. So you can do the distribution 
channel of your thought leadership, in paid, owned and earned media.  
 
Victoria: I think we went through most of the topics I have found in the literature so far about 
thought leadership… Is there anything else that you believe we have maybe not discussed? 
 
Jesper: No, but I think that one thing I would say is that building a strategy is crucial.  And 
as with many things, that's something that people oftentimes skip in a combination of not 
knowing how to do it or no willingness to pay someone else to help you do it? But it's very 
hard to succeed without it. You can't just create a piece of content and put it out there and 
see what happens. You need to have a structured strategy and plan for what goals are we 
trying to achieve, how we're going to achieve those goals, how we're going to measure if we 
are achieving them and if it's giving the impact to the business that we're looking for, so I 
think I'll be extremely important. And that takes a lot of hard work but again, you cannot run 
a business without a business strategy; you can’t run a thought leadership program, a 
successful one, without a plan or strategy.  
 
Victoria: Okay. Can you please give me as many synonyms to thought leadership as you 
can come up with? something that still keeps the meaning of how you understand it, even if 
not fully. 
 
Jesper: expertise… could be opinion leader. But there are many others like… what is a 
guru? It's an expert… It could be a scholar. It could be many different things. Yeah… 
 
Victoria: Actually I’ll get back to my first question when I asked you to define thought 
leadership. After our conversation, could you do that again, and is there anything you want 
to add to this or change? 
 
Jesper: So I did a presentation on thought leadership in Oslo couple years back… and I 
believe it was called the strategic guide to thought leadership. (open computer) here I still 
have the PowerPoint. I can give it to you… So the definition in the Oxford English Dictionary 
is: “one whose views on a subject are taken to be authoritative and influential”. So that would 
be Martin Luther King, Joe bullet. So what do they do? They inspires, they teach, they open 
our eyes… Why do you want that? Because it builds trust, relationships and business? But 
again, if you go to this definition, it's more of an expert, right?   
 
Victoria: It is.   
 
Jesper: And there are other definitions that are … (lost in thought) … so anyways six tactics: 
you can either be the author, in that case you create a book or an e-book or a piece of 
research. Or you could be the teacher, so Marcus Sheridan style teacher or Joe Turner, by 
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the way from Hubspot, or you could be the researcher.  That is actually … so we just hired 
a Swedish country manager, Pontus, who will be starting on March first. He was behind the 
e-commerce in this company. Or it could be the speaker, someone speaking at the event. 
Or you could be the publisher. So like SAP or it could be the IBM we talked about before, 
so you publish something. Or the commentator. So whenever something occurs in the world, 
they'll call the expert that they know on CNN and then he'll kind of layout what was going on 
and what we can make it? So those are some of the tactics in a marketing sense. And then 
three steps: strategize, execute monetize. So find out where your sweet spot is in terms of 
what you know, and what you want, what you need and what the audience you want to 
influence, you know… and you need to take into account whether there are any other 
experts? If you want to be a thought leader you need to know whether there is already like 
a gazillion others it will be tough. (lost in thought) Something else I think that is important, is 
you need passion or you need, genuine interest. The people who are doing it, need to be 
passionate about it. You need to be patient. Like I said before, it takes time. You need to be 
generous. It's about giving you can’t hold back on the knowledge. You need to share it with 
the world.  And you need to be innovative.  And you need to be a networker. Guess I was 
thinking the same things you came up with… 
 
Victoria: Now, if you had to be in my position and create this conceptualization of thought 
leadership, how would you go about it?  How would you visually see it?  
 
Jesper: I'm not sure where I came up with the idea of thought leadership being something 
that you create something that didn't exist… because in the old dictionary… like “one whose 
views on a subject are taken to be authoritative and influential”… that is an influencer. Is 
that a thought leader? Might be… Thought leadership is another definition… it consists of 
ideas that require attention, that offers guidance or clarity that can lead people in unexpected 
- sometimes contrarian – directions. I think that was the point I was making… thought 
leadership needs to be educational and ideally provocative. So the idea is, like what the VP 
of market said, that thought leadership should consist of ideas that require attention that 
offer guidance of clarity and that can lead people in unexpected sometimes contrarian 
directions. I think that's the important thing here. I might be putting my neck out there, but I 
don't agree with the Oxford English Dictionary, in terms of one whose views on the subject 
are taken to be authoritative or influential because, that is a very low entry barrier. You know, 
the Kardashians… they are influential because they have a gazillion followers, right? That 
doesn't make them thought leaders. So in my opinion it needs to be… you need to, ideally, 
move someone somewhere with your thinking. I think that goes beyond just being an expert. 
But I don't think that either one is better than the other, and I don't think that you can say 
that the ideal would be a thought leader because it depends on what you're trying to achieve, 
the resources that you have… because you can you need to be a true thought leader, it 
takes a lot of effort, time and resources… and then might not be right for you. It might be 
better to position yourself as an expert and create a hundred pieces a year, rather than to 
do something three times a year that is truly thought leading. And again, like I said, we do a 
little bit of thought leadership and a lot of expertise.  
 
Victoria: Now if you were in my position, how would you visualize the concept of thought 
leadership? 
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Jesper: That I don’t know… I think the visualization comes after the conclusion that you're 
making then that should you know, tell you how it should look. 
 
Victoria: alright in that case we are done here. Thanks for the participation! 
 
 

Interview 4 
 
Victoria: So as you know this interview takes place as part of my master thesis research and the 
project is about thought leadership. the idea behind this project is to conceptualize thought 
leadership in the B2B context. To understand what it is how it is understood, would it is constituted 
of and the impact it can have for companies. everything you say will have an impact on the following 
interviews so be is open and free speaking as possible. 
 
Johanna: ok sure. 
 
Victoria: this will be recorded and transcribed later on, and my first question for the protocol is do 
you want to be anonymized or is it ok to identify you. 
 
Johanna:  I am totally fine with being recognized. 
 
Victoria:  then for the records could you please introduce yourself and what you're doing 
professionally. 
 
Johanna:  Sure, my name is Johanna Schwarz and I work as a consultant for a consulting company. I 
won't mention which because I speak in my own name and not in the name of my company.  
 
Victoria:  alright then we are going to get right to the middle of it.  so my first question is if you had 
to define and describe thought leadership in the B2B context in your own words how would you do 
that? 
 
Johanna:  so thought leadership in the B2B context... I think that describes a process where 
businesses think ahead of challenges that we face today and do take care of the bigger picture, of 
the biggest social picture, or even environmental picture… or whatever it is. let's talk about climate 
change for example and take initiative and act accordingly. And in the B2B context making sure that 
their actions are also either implemented by their business partners or are impacting their business 
partners. Let's take a situation where we have a supplier relationship: so if the one company says 
they want to be more environmentally conscious and act towards combating climate change then 
they also ask their business partners, or suppliers, or whomever that they are working with, to also 
act accordingly.  And by doing that the effect kind of trickles down so when business starts it and 
through this thought leadership it kind of gets down the bottom of the supply chain and maybe to 
other Industries if they are connected. 
 
Victoria: okay. it sounds to me that would that you are describing thought leadership but more in a 
social way. 
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 Johanna: I mean it can be also in…  I think it includes both. I think it is in a social way but also in an 
innovative way, meaning focused on innovation,  and focused on new research and new insights. so 
it's also if one business find an innovation to be more environmentally efficient in there supply chain 
and then through working with other businesses and kind of handing on the technology and the  
knowledge, this effect also trickles down.  I think it's connected: it is on one hand obviously the 
knowledge that is produced from the businesses and then on the other hand also the impact it has 
on the bigger picture. 
 
Victoria:  alright, so would you say that thought leadership is relevant in your daily professional 
environment? 
 
Johanna:  oh absolutely. It's by working together, and you know, creating solutions for our clients, 
we kind of try to... I mean we use all the experiences and the expertise that we have in our teams 
to work together and to create new insights and thought leadership for and with our clients so... I 
think it is actually important. 
 
Victoria:  you just mentioned expertise, is that something that is relevant towards thought 
leadership in the B2B context? 
 
Johanna:  yes because I think only if you are using the expertise that specific businesses have, you 
can then actually create thought leadership, because if we have a business that is absolutely brilliant 
in creating technologies in only one industry and then gets together with a supplier or another 
business partner, and then create something and brings the expertise together, and then we can 
create sound leadership. Let's take the example of new mobility:  I mean for new mobility concept 
like e-mobility,  we do need thought leadership from both the energy side and the transportation 
side to come together.  so we are expertise is very relevant. 
 
Victoria:  so do yourself a follow companies that you see as being  thought leaders?  and if so which 
ones? 
 
Johanna: I personally do yes.  I am personally very interested in the energy transition so I follow 
what Siemens does on that leadership in the energy sector and I am obviously really interested in 
companies that work together either with the UNFCCC or The Global Compact, creating sustainable 
Solutions. 
 
Victoria:  so what is it that made to decide on these companies?  why are those the ones you follow? 
 
Johanna:  because I am personally interested in the topic and I would like in my work to focus on 
energy transition and to create a more sustainable environment through revolutionizing the energy 
sector and combining it with sustainable transportation and mobility concepts, and I feel like those 
companies that work together with the unfccc,  or the global compact, or at the world economic 
forum, they create a lot of innovations and they are thought leaders in  the fields that they work in, 
and I am personally interested in them because they inspire me through being innovative and facing 
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social problems and addressing social and environmental problems. I just feel they create a lot of 
change in our world and that's why I'm interested in  following them and reading about them. 
 
Victoria:  what is the gain you get from following them? 
 
Johanna: Insights into the field that they are working on and also…  I think there are two parts of it:  
there is the personal parts and there is the kind of more professional part. so on the personal level 
I am really just interested personally in the topic and I get inspiration from its, in terms of what I can 
personally change my life and get inspired in terms of which company are potentially interesting for 
me  and my future, my future professional way, or maybe also in terms of which products I want to 
buy and stuff like that…  and of course and the other way it is relevant on the professional level, 
because to know about those companies and to identify the thought leaders in the relevant fields 
is great if you are working in a business, and in my case specifically in consulting because you can 
use a lot of the inspiration you get from these companies and adapt it into projects to do with clients 
to serve them best. 
 
Victoria:  if we had to look at it from the business perspective what do you think is them value of 
the business gets from being a thought leader? 
 
Johanna:  I think it creates a unique selling point  in the market definitely, because if you are a 
thought leader on one hand, I think it always has an impact on your core business,  so you are 
probably more efficient because you are using more efficient solutions.  let's take the example of 
supply chain, if you designed it to be really innovative and environmentally friendly but it also means 
you're assuming a lot of resource, which also means you're saving money because you have to buy 
all those resources and stuff like that…  so I feel on one hand you have the impact on the core 
business and then on the other hand, it also has an impact on your reputation as a business.  And I 
feel like if you're recognized as one of the thought leaders in the field, it is easier to get connection 
to other businesses to potentially working with them and potentially have partnerships with them,  
and also you get partnerships to  non-business sectors,  The World Economic Forum being one  
example for this, And I feel like you are more recognized as a valid player in the field as you're 
working in and as one of the players to be approached if you're working in a specific field.  And I feel 
that through this uplift you're also getting a better recognition from the consumer side as being one 
of the companies that you potentially want to buy from. And I mean either from the consumer 
perspective or even though business sector if you look in the B2B environment,  because me 
obviously as a company I would rather buy from a supplier that is recognized as the thought leader 
in their specific field because obviously that means that this is probably the best partner to work 
with. 
 
Victoria:   so how do you think does one business become recognized as a thought leader? 
 
Johanna: I think it has a lot to do with,  on one hand the solutions that they are using and doing, and 
investing in a lot of innovation and research in everything surrounding creating new concepts that 
are more holistic and not only focused on the business ,but also on the greater field they are working 
in. And then a lot through connection and publishing, and one of the important things to me is if 
business are creating an atmosphere of openness and insuring that their employees are actually 
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able to create these kind of innovations, and to be prone to fostering innovation and innovative 
thinking. and I think there is a part of about becoming a thought leader, so creating an environment 
where the employees and the business can become a thought leader. And then there is one part 
where they can be recognized as one, and I think that is through publishing and bringing out their 
insights, through cooperating with other businesses to create this holistic approach to this one 
problem. 
 
Victoria:  it sounds to me like you're saying that thought leadership is a lot about communication,  
and communicating  innovative ideas and so on? in your opinion how important is communication 
towards becoming a thought leader? 
 
Johanna: I don't think it is important to become a thought leader, but it is definitely important to be 
recognized as one.  because you can create the most innovative solution and have the answer to 
the biggest Environmental or social a problem out there, but if you're not communicating it no one 
is going to know, and you cannot build the partnerships that are important to put these things into 
practice. So I feel like communication is key for being recognized as a thought leader and that also 
trickles down to the partnerships that you can then initiates when you are recognized as one,  so 
obviously communication is key to that. 
 
Victoria: actually there something I would like to get back to when you were talking about openness 
of the companies to get their employees to become innovative thinkers and thus in a later stage the 
business to become a thought leader. so in your opinion what kind of Culture should the company 
promotes to become a thought leader?  what does it take from the company's side to become one? 
 
 Johanna: so I think it's a lot about the culture that you're fostering in your company, and it should 
be a culture that it is very prone towards failing is ok.  if you're thinking about Google for example 
and they are creating a lot of innovations…  and they have created this Google moonshot factory 
where they basically say we are working on questions that are probably not solvable today, but they 
might be solvable in 10 years so we are trying to create animations which are really hard to be 
created now,  so we do not give a bonus to  our teams when they are successful only, but also when 
they  stop a project because they can’t do it now...  you know having a culture, where failing is an 
inherent part of success and saying we have to take a lot of different path to becoming a thought 
leader or to creating this innovation.  so in these steps that we’re taking it is ok and actually have 
really important to also fail and to work on things that will probably also never work.  so I think 
aspect internally towards accepting failure is an inherent part of innovation is really important. And 
also I feel in companies where there is relatively flat hierarchies Innovations is more likely to be 
driven by employees, because they feel that they can contribute with their own expertise and what 
their own thinking regardless of the hierarchy that they have, and it's not like your boss can tell you 
that your idea is bullshit and you shouldn't follow it and shouldn’t push it. And if you have a company 
with lower hierarchy is for everyone is regarded as equally important in terms of the process for 
innovation and thought leadership,  then everyone feels empowered to share and I think that is 
really relevant as well. 
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Victoria:  I'm trying to understand how thought leadership is created in the way that I’m trying to 
figure out who the father is. Is it the company level or is it on the employee level? or is it a mix of 
both? what is your take on this? 
 
Johanna: actually I think it is on both levels.  I even think it influences one another.  I mean a 
company is not necessarily a thought leader if it has employees who are thought leaders. I mean 
you can have the best employees brilliant in the area that they are working in and who want to 
create a lot of innovations, and who could potentially create a lot of innovations, but if they do not 
get the environment and if they are not supplied with the things they need inside the company, 
they can never excel to that level where the company as a whole becomes a thought leader.  But 
the other way around the company can also never become a thought leader if there are no people 
who are driven to be thought leaders because they have the expertise and the will to be so, and to 
be innovative, so I feel like both of them can happen and if you have employees thought leaders, 
and someone has to drive this process for the company to become a thought leader. I think there 
are two ways:  either you have people inside the company's who are thought leaders already and 
they kind of push it towards the management or whoever and say “hey we have all this expertise 
we can use it so we can become a thought leader”, or  on the other hand, the management can say 
that's a problem that we have identified in the field that our company is working with which is 
relevant and which should be solved so we should be working towards this, an even if we do not 
have the expertise within our company we can say that this is something we want to focus on so we 
either hire the people that are relevant for this problem to be solved, or we create partnerships to 
solve this problem, because we probably at the business have one part of the solution but another 
business has the relevant expertise and knowledge on the other part of the solution, and it is only 
by combining those that be can become a thought leader.  so I think it's a process where people and 
the company are thought leaders. 
 
Victoria:  you're talking a lot about expertise, is it something that has to be present in order to 
become thought leading? 
 
Johanna:  I think it is definitely helpful, but it is not necessarily a prerequisite.  You know when I talk 
about expertise it's not necessarily the knowledge that I mean behind this, and not necessarily 
having all the Solutions, but  having a solid interest in the field and in the problem and being aware 
that this problem is something that need solving, and this drive towards saying that this is something 
we should work on.  That for me is part of the real expertise:  discovering an understanding that this 
is actually a problem that should be addressed.  And on the other hand, I think knowledge is also 
important, but knowledge is something that you can either get if you're getting very deeply into the 
topic but it is also something that you can externally get into a company.  So I don't necessarily feel 
that you have to have all the answers or the knowledge inside the Firm to become a thought leader 
in a specific field, but you have to have the understanding, and in that sense the expertise, to see 
that this is a problem that needs solving and this is a problem that should be addressed by the 
company, and what are the ways to address it as a company and potentially what kind of 
partnerships you should create to become a thought leader in the area. 
 
Victoria: I'd like to get back something you mentioned earlier, when you said that thought leadership 
has a lot to do with reputation showing that you are seen as a valid player in that you, through that 
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get recognition from consumers, and even leads, considering that people might want to partner 
with you or buy from you.  then in that case how does thought leadership differ from “a really good 
marketing strategy”? 
 
Johanna: Honestly I think a really good marketing strategy is selling…  you know is not necessarily 
selling what you are not, but you know in a really good marketing strategy you can pretend to be 
something as a company that you're not necessarily.  But thought leadership is  way more solid. I 
mean thought leadership means that through the actions that you don't necessarily need some 
market it to become recognized as a thought leader because your actions speak for themselves, and 
maybe that is the partnerships that you're having or the innovation that you're creating.  I mean 
surely you can market thought leadership and probably a lot of companies do that, but thought 
leadership is something that should speak for itself if people know about it, and that you do not 
necessarily need to sell, because you already see that the company is working towards something 
towards solving a problem, that is thought leadership.  And marketing...  you know you can also 
market  a company with its reputation and you can try to make it seem like a thought leader, but 
people will very very easily understand that this company is probably not a thought leader, because 
it is only a marketing strategy.  I mean the same happens with green washing, right?  if  you are 
thinking about companies pretending to be environmentally friendly through initiating a campaign, 
but if you then look behind the curtains,  like the press always does,  there is a lot that shows that 
they are actually not that leaders In their field but they are trying to pretend to be environmental 
friendly and I thought leader. So I think that leadership is really solid and cannot be destroyed by 
looking behind the curtain because the whole idea and the whole process within the firm is driven 
towards this goal, or status of being a thought leader in whatever field you are working in. 
 
Victoria:  so how important is authenticity then? 
 
Johanna:  absolutely important. I mean that is probably what I have been trying to describe... I mean 
you are a thought leader so you are authentic, and I think only if you are authentic you can actually 
be a thought leader because that is when you really do the things that make you a thought leader. 
And if you're not authentic, again if you were pretending to do something that you are not,  then I 
think that's is more clever marketing or faking or whatever you call it. so I think authenticity and 
thought leadership are inherently connected because you can only be a thought leader if you can 
authentically show that you are one, and that this is what you're working on, that you are creating 
these kind of innovations so yeah… 
 
Victoria: Ok so I would like to go down another path when it comes to thought leadership,  and more 
precisely the fact that  thought leadership is not something that you take but that is something that 
is given.  it's just this idea of people who follow a company, how important is it that I thought leader 
-  before you recognize him as a thought leader -  has been recognized before? 
 
Johanna:  for me personally?  or in general? 
 
 Victoria: will both actually… 
Johanna: I feel  like it might be relevant, or it is clearly relevant for people if a company is already 
recognized as I thought leader by other institutions or a business's or whoever who has that sort of 
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credibility, if you as a person are not really... you know, do not have a lot experience or expertise in 
their specific field. what I mean is if you are, let's say a professional working in the climate change 
field right? you can easily understand whether a company is a thought leader in the environmental 
field or not, because you have all the information readily available to you to make a judgement and 
understand weather that company is a thought leader or not.  But that can only happen if you have 
the relevant information, so if in the field that you are really experienced in a company is doing 
something great you might even recognize this company as a thought leader if it hasn't yet been 
recognized by other institutions or other people... but as we are not all experts and all of the sectors 
where you can be a thought leader, it is  really relevant  that companies are recognized as a thought 
leader by other institutions that we trust or by other people that we trust if we do not have the 
experience to judge by ourselves.  
 
Victoria:  so is that how you create trust in this company that you might receive as a thought leader?  
social recognition? 
 
Johanna: yes absolutely. I mean social recognition is really important and also recognition by the 
right institutions or businesses who themselves have a credibility of being a thought leader in the 
field, or in a different field.  But you know have a general credibility  with their actions.  So I think 
that is why a lot of the companies do partner with non-businesses partners like the World Economic 
Forum or other UN institutions, or whatever you're looking at, because it might be easier for people 
to understand, or they are potentially more recognized as thought leaders themselves because they 
are think tanks or…  You know they are governmental structures that are already recognised as a 
place where thought leadership comes from because that is what they are working on and if you 
are then associated with them as a company and recognised as a thought leaders by these 
institutions, that gives you a lot of credibility.  
 
Victoria:  so… trust by association is definitely something I hear out of this... any other way that you 
Create Trust? that these companies can create something that makes you believe that they are 
trustworthy? 
 
Johanna:  yeah transparency definitely.  I mean if you are feeling that the company is really open in 
the process…  in the terms of being a thought leader  and what they are working on,  that does 
create a lot of trust to me.  and I don't mean only showing they things that work out for them and 
other gains and their successes,   but also being very open in terms of what it takes to be a thought 
leader and to become a thought leader,  because if you're creating innovation and if you're working 
on stuff you have to fail. You know there are things that will not go great the first time because that 
is inherently what innovation is about….  trying something and failing 1000 times and then finally 
finding the one solution.  I feel like if you are really open with the problems that come along the 
way you are,  to me at least,  more trustworthy because I feel like you're not only marketing the 
things that you're doing and try to put it into this bright and shiny light to sell more of your products 
-  if that is either to a consumer or business- but you know also being realistic about what you do 
and showing that  it takes a lot of energy and time and also failures on the way to become a thought 
leader. So I think transparency is very relevant especially in the fields where you see a lot of 
companies marketing themselves as,  or trying at least to market themselves,  as these great 
partners or thought leaders in the field,  but there isn't actually anything solid behind the curtains. 
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What I am thinking about is greenwashing for example:  which is a huge problem when it comes to 
all those labels for sustainable products,  which are not  really showing that they are sustainable,   
because the labels differ a lot in terms of their standards and requirements for getting these labels, 
and some of them are actually not  meeting the standards that you have to follow to actually be 
sustainable.  so I feel like the transparency in reporting a lot of things that you're working on and 
reporting another the things that have to go in either a corporate sustainability reports, or in the 
annual report creates a lot of trust. And then also obviously the leadership is relevant. I think it is 
part of trust by association…  but I think if the leadership of the company,  so the people that are 
being seen in the public eye,  are kind of recognized as being trustworthy themselves as individuals,  
then I think I tend to trust the company more,  and also recognize it as a thought leader more.  
 
Victoria: You're talking about trustworthiness and openness of the company, but without the 
reporting and the people representing the company,  what kind of format do you imagine this 
taking? is it specific kind of content or just content in general?  I'm trying to pinpoint what exactly it 
is that makes a company trustworthy. 
 
Johanna:  I think it is done with a lot of content sharing, in terms of what you're working on, what 
are the problems identified, what are the partnerships that you are having or that you are working 
on at the moment…  I feel like it is about communicating as much as possible to ensure that the 
reader or the customer, or whoever you're targeting, is following you on the way to becoming a 
thought leader or on the wake to creating innovations.  I feel like a lot of the content that I 
specifically recognize as being associated with thought  leading companies is if they are publishing 
articles together with the world economic forum or they are working together with universities,  
and they are taking part in initiatives on a specific field that they are working on, or they are creating 
partnerships with other players in the field that tend to be their competitors but in this  specific field 
or problem they are partnering and using their resources and sharing the resources to address this 
specific problem.  I mean right now I am thinking about the initiatives of the fashion industry that 
was recently signed in the climate conference towards a more sustainable fashion industry and their 
commitments that they made towards using less resources such as water, emitting less CO2 and 
stuff like that... I recognize these companies has been sorted out because they get together and 
even though they are competitors in the field that they are working in, they have identified this 
specific problem  and address it together.  and I feel like that type of content being published is 
important to me as a reader. 
 
Victoria:  how about content that teaches you how to do this for yourself?  or like for the company 
that you work in? 
 
Johanna:  yeah absolutely, I mean I don't think it necessarily works every single time, because I feel 
like some companies are thought leaders in a field that is so specific and so difficult that it  is not 
necessarily applicable to either other businesses or other consumers, or whomever you're targeting, 
but yes obviously if companies are teaching me stuff I mean…  for example I love the world economic 
forum videos that you find on LinkedIn and stuff, which are extremely inspiring and I tell you “this 
business has done these amazing things and this is how you can put it into practice”.  I think thought 
leadership is also about sharing the expertise that you have gained or the experience and knowledge 
that you have gained during the process of becoming a thought leader as a company and share it 
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with other companies for the greater good, and for addressing the problem that you are feeling that 
has to be addressed. So you're sharing is really important.  
 
Victoria: So how much of a teacher is actually a thought leader? 
 
Johanna:  you know I'm not so sure whether I would call it a teacher but more like an  inspiring 
entity,  like someone who provides inspiration, because I feel like there are companies that are 
thought leaders that are directly teaching others how to become thought leaders as well but then 
they are the other ones that are not directly teaching, but through their actions they are inspiring 
others to become thought leaders as well and through their actions and through the way they are 
working in addressing problems and communicate that, they are inspiring other companies to follow 
that example. so I think there are some that go down the path and really take the role of a teacher 
in terms of actively engaging in teaching and then they are the ones that do not necessarily do so 
but through their actions they are inspiring others to do the same thing. 
 
Victoria:  so we've been talking about thought leadership for a while now and I was wondering 
whether you have now some terms in mind that she would see as being synonyms for thought 
leadership? 
 
Johanna:  ok let me think about it…  not so sure whether those are necessarily synonyms, but they 
are definitely a part of thought leadership.  I think it is taking initiative and responsibility, and then 
innovation definitely. let me think about it…  addressing social and environmental problems or 
challenges maybe?  Creating new knowledge. Sharing and being a best practice example and 
thereby inspiring and empowering others. Thinking ahead I think is one...  and maybe something 
like thinking beyond the status quo, and that is also something I think that is inherently part of 
thought leadership. Commitment definitely, in terms of commitment from management or the 
company towards a specific goal. Yeah… 
 
Victoria:  how about vision and mission and foresight?  are those words that you relate to thought 
leadership as well? 
 
Johanna:  yes definitely, because obviously … not necessarily the end goal, but that is what you're 
working towards yeah. 
 
Victoria:  is there anything that you believe we haven't stumbled upon in our conversation about 
that leadership that you believe is also part of that leadership?  something that you think we might 
have missed? 
 
Johanna:  yeah just maybe one thing, which is that it probably isn't always easy to be a thought 
leader. And I mean in the Western understanding of thought leadership you know?  we talk a lot 
about innovation and we probably assume that with technological innovation, and being more 
environmentally friendly and stuff..  but thought leadership can also mean that businesses are 
challenging the status quo in countries where they have a really stringent understanding of a specific 
thing. Let's take gender equality in countries where there is no gender equality.   Thought leadership 
can also mean that companies are addressing these issues and they are probably not really 
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recognized by institutions in this specific country as thought leaders, because they are challenging 
the status quo. I feel like sometimes you can be a thought leader by addressing difficult questions 
and topics, but you're not necessarily having this trust by association from the institutions that are 
recognized as relevant in the specific country. 
 
Victoria:  Alright, now I'm trying my luck with this question. If you were to be in my position and you 
had to actually conceptualize thought leadership based on everything we have just  discussed, and 
all the great input that you gave me, how would you conceptualize it? 
 
Johanna:  wow that's a hard one that's a tough question…  let me think about it.  you know I would 
probably draw a map and put the thought leader in the middle and maybe draw all the other 
partners or initiatives that are necessary and relevant for this company to either become a thought 
leader or to be recognized as one, and maybe put the associations and the institutions that are 
relevant to be recognized as a thought leader on the button, and the ones that are relevant - the 
people or the whatever you're talking about - the input that is relevant to become a thought leader 
at the bottom and then maybe draw a few arrows, and say here communication is relevant and trust 
is relevant and hierarchy or no hierarchy is relevant or something. Because I feel thought leadership 
is a lot about... I don't think you can become a  thought leader by your own necessarily  because a 
lot of it is either connected to communication with others, but also inspiration from others, and I 
feel like it is about a network that you are creating and being recognized and work as a thought 
leader in this specific field with the network of entities that are relevant towards it. Yeah I feel like 
this is a very complex topic to be honest and I would probably differentiate what it takes to be or 
become a thought leader and what it takes to be recognized as a thought leader, because I feel 
those are two different things that are not necessarily the same. And then that is going back to the 
example that I gave with the different countries and their gender equality stuff that sometimes you 
can be a thought leader but not be recognized as one. 
 
Victoria:  cool I really like this input. 
 
Johanna:  but it is a tough question… 
 
Victoria:  yeah it is. and I'm so excited every time I hear the difference in put towards this one. 
everyone has such a different understanding of it which is why my work here kind of makes sense… 
so now I'm actually going to go back to the first question and buy this recount of closing the circle…  
so here it is again: if you had now, with everything you just processed and thought about,  if you 
had to define and describe thought leadership in the B2B context how would you do that? 
 
Johanna:  so I feel like a thought leadership in the B2B context are companies that are creating 
innovation and thinking beyond the status Quo, to address societal and environmental, or whatever 
problems you're talking about, that are relevant for society and they do so by working together,  
creating partnerships, by sharing knowledge and expertise, by working together  with institutions 
and creating a network out of different players who bring in their own expertise, their own 
knowledge, their own experiences, to address the problem as best as possible and thereby creating 
a lot of knowledge and inspiration and potentially solve the problem and thereby  becoming thought 
leaders. 
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Victoria:  wow I feel like you just put one our conversation into one answer. Cold in this question 
and your answer close this interview thank you so much for having participated. 
 
 
 

Interview 5 – Marcus Sheridan 
 
Victoria: Hi Marcus, so as you know this is part of my master thesis research which is about that 
leadership and my first question is are you ok with being identified or would you rather stay 
anonymous? 
 
Marcus: You can identify me. 
 
Victoria: Alright in that case can you shortly present yourself and what to do professionally so I have 
it for the record. 
 
Marcus: Sure, my name is Marcus Sheridan, I own a few different companies. My main profession 
right now is I speak around the world on the subjects of business sales and marketing and all things 
digital. I own a swimming pool company and it's called river pools and spas, it is one of the largest 
fiberglass pool companies in the United States. I also own an agency that does digital sales and 
marketing strategies services it's called Impact. We were Hubspot’s 2017 and 2018 partner of the 
year. So that's me. 
 
Victoria: Perfect thanks. In that case we will jump right to the middle of thought leadership. Can you 
maybe first tried to explain what you understand by thought leadership in a B2B marketing context. 
 
Marcus: Well I think to me, when I hear the phrase thought leader, it is not just specific to B2B it is 
the same with B2C it doesn't really... it doesn't very across boards,  and it is anybody that you feel 
gives you value about that thing that you are considering or want to know about. In other words, 
anybody you consider a teacher. Especially in the business context, about that product or service 
that you're looking for, that you feel is guiding you.  That's a thought leader, and if their good you 
will trust them, and if you trust them then that authority just grows and generally the audience 
grows with it rights? So, to me that is the whole idea. 
 
Victoria: Alright so would you say that it is important in your daily business live and professional 
environment? 
 
Marcus: I think that every company should strive to become the thought leader of their space, yes 
absolutely. I think every company should strive to become the most trusted voice of their space. 
And if they don't feel that way, I would almost wonder why they're in this business is all, right?  
 
Victoria: Fair enough. But are there some companies that you follow yourself that you understand 
as being thought leaders? 
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Marcus: Actually yeah, and we all do. There are thought leaders in different arenas: there is the 
traditional news that we consider thought leaders and there are individual experts within those 
spaces that we consider thought leaders. You know I see business thought leaders, I see political 
thought leaders, I see personal life thought leaders. And then within these niches - and there are so 
many niches right now - and there are thought leaders in each one. And that's what's great about 
it, you don't have to be intelligent ,you don't have to be smart ,you have to know a lot about a lot 
of things, you just have to know a little bit more than most people about one thing. 
 
Victoria: But do you have companies that you can tell me you're actually following? 
 
Marcus: Well ot depends on what you're talking about right?If you're talking about marketing 
automation HUBSPOT is one of the clear thought leaders of that space. They entrench themselves 
as such - if you're talking about social media, you have social media Examiner, which to me one of 
the premier thought leaders of that space. It is just a matter of if you say to me “who is a thought 
leader of this industry?” I might have one, right?  because they often times are there, which is crazy 
though, because in many B2B Industries there is no thought leader. So in other words if I said to 
most parents so “when your kid is sick where do you go who do you do your research” they would 
say WebMD, right? so that's the thought leader of that space, web MD. But if I go to most B2B 
service-based businesses or B2B companies in general, and I said “who is the thought leader of your 
space”, generally speaking they don't have an answer. They might say themselves, which is bull(shit) 
because they're just saying that because they're homer. But if they're being honest there is no 
thought leader of their space. 
 
Victoria: But that's what I'm trying to understand, like how did you get to choose these people, why 
is hotspot the one that you're following that case?   
 
Marcus: Well if you're asking me “how do you become a thought leader”, then it is a completely 
different question right? So if you want to become a thought leader, there's a few things that you 
have to do. One, you have to in most cases become a prolific listener first, an observer, and when I 
mean by that is you're obsessing over the questions the people in your space are asking. What 
they're feeling, what they're concerned about, what they want to know and how they want to know 
it. This is where it starts… and because you are so observant, because you pay attention so well, 
well then what happens is you start to say, “you know what, someone needs to talk about this”. 
Somebody needs to take a stand on this. Or this is how I feel about this and so I'm going to say it. 
And we do it through text, though video, through audio, but we publish it. And you cannot be passive 
about publishing. You have to be a publisher and the more you publish assuming it's good, the 
quicker you're gonna become a lot leader. But you can't just publish fluffy stuff - that isn't the stuff 
that people really care about. If you want to become a thought leader, you've got to be willing to 
address the hard questions that the people in your space generally would prefer to ignore, especially 
in the B2B  environment, they would wait to a face to face with a salesperson. It's not effective and 
quite lame. What makes you a thought leader is when somebody says you know within an 
organization they have a question and they like “I wonder…” and say “you know who's got that I bet 
you Marcus Sheridan company does have that”. Go to him, he's going to give you an honest 
unbiased and frank answer. He's not going to beat around the bush, he's going to say it like it is. He 
talks about all that stuff. That's the idea.  and he is not going to hold back, right?  so a lot of 
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companies are afraid to have opinions, they want to be lukewarm with everything and they don't 
want to put it out there and  think “if I teach the customer everything, if I tell them everything that 
they would asked a salesperson, then they have no need for me”. It is so far from the truth - this 
scarce mentality. If you look at the data is completely false. So that's how you do it. And you do it 
over the course of years and you just keep doing it. And you don't stop it doesn't happen over a day. 
Anybody can be a one hit wonder, right? But what makes you become that long-term thought leader 
in your space, is you do it longer and more consistently and persistently than anybody else. Again, 
often times the ones that become the thought leader aren't the smartest, but they just pay attention 
extremely well and they do it longer than everybody else. 
 
Victoria: Ok. but in the case of companies, it's a bit difficult for me to understand right now where 
the difference lies - with the company being the thought leader I get that - but who in that company 
is a thought leader? is it specific people? Is it somewhat the brands? is it a mix of both? how do you 
pinpoint it? 
 
Marcus: Well in a perfect world it is both, right?  because you take any company that have a bunch 
of specialist within that company so for example: I have a technical SEO specialist in my company. I 
myself am not a technical SEO specialist, I also don't plan on being it, I'm don’t have time to do that. 
And so he is going to be the thought leader in our company for that thing and we're gonna put him 
in a position to have a platform where he can share his thoughts and put it out there to the world. 
I got another girl that is very specialized in what we call pillar content in marketing, that is for a 
thing. she's become a thought leader in pillar content. she's not really known for anything else yet 
but she is known for that. And so we oftentimes not leverage the internal expertise of our teams.  
so because we don’t leverage these as well as we could, we don't tap into all these original ideas, 
all these individual types of expertise and the world doesn't see it and they don't ever really get to 
know our company. Sometimes people say to me that maybe “I should do it as the CEO of the 
company”, well sometimes the CEO of the company is the least knowledgeable when it comes to a 
lot of the questions that buyers are asking.  That is the sad reality because they have lost touch: 
News flash! they are not going to be that person. now you can be one of them, you have your thing 
that you're good at, but you're not going to be as great as your team. Once again though, lots of 
companies don’t want to leverage their teams and the individuals on the teams,  because what 
happens Victoria is that they say “ well if we put them out there for the public to see and we give 
them their own platform then either somebody else will try to hire them or they get so big that 
they're gonna leave us”. I just, for the most part, don't believe that's true, because if somebody 
wants to leave your company they're gonna leave anyway. And also, the other elements of this is: 
the more they represents your company, the more they actually become bound to your company. 
In other words, their brand becomes a part of your brand, and your brains becomes a part of their 
brands and they are intricately connected, so they become bound together. So they realize “if I leave 
I'm not going to have that platform,” so often times that is the case:  they need your brand and you 
need them. Also I think it's our job in organizations to develop people. I mean of course we do that, 
why would we not? And when they see we're trying to develop them, then they become more loyal 
and not less, toward us as an organization.  And they feel grateful to us.  so that's the idea. 
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Victoria: Back to this platform that you mention, where are you get your experts out there. What 
type of knowledge do you think that thought leaders need to share? Like what is the formats, the 
idea behind it? 
 
Marcus: Well here is what is funny about this: that is going to vary so much from company to 
company. Let’s say you are a manufacturing company, ok?  if you go just on the manufacturing line 
of that company and you ask each person “what are you doing here”; they're going to tell you 
something different. Maybe it's one particular part that they know everything about, or maybe  it is 
an element of the way the things are constructed, or maybe they're very much advanced with one 
particular methodology, or particular technology, there is something that they're very good with 
and that they can, could and also should teach the world. That's what it's all about: you need to 
know what this expertise for your team is.  The second part to that though is “how do you give them 
the platform, how do you give them their voice”. Surely not everybody is going to be willing to be 
on camera, most people aren't writers, this is why companies needs facilitators; mediators if you 
would. So in other words, let's say you have a content manager. In other words, that content 
manager’s job is to meet with all the different subject matter experts and get what's in their head 
and put it up on the screen,  in video formats, in blog post, format in audio format etc.  no different 
than what you are doing with me right now: you are interviewing a subject matter expert. Just like 
a content manager could do for an organization. But most organizations don't allow that to happen, 
to have on-site journalist if you will, that is really helping the world see how much of an expert, how 
much of a thought leader your company is. But it doesn't happen unless somebody owns this. The 
beauty is, it benefits the company tremendously and if you doing this and you have your sales team 
that is addressing these customer base questions that they hear all the time, well that's going to 
help you reach everything from search engine optimization, to your selling process to, humanizing 
your business, or improving user experience on your website. There is about a million things it does. 
So if someone thinks “that sounds fluffy”, well there is nothing fluffy about it at all. This is  sales. 
That's what this is. This generates trust. Trust equates to sales. So this is a trust/sales conversation 
and it happens to include marketing benefits as well. 
 
Victoria: To me it sounds that what you're saying is that thought leadership nothing else than a 
“really good marketing strategy”? is that what you're saying? 
 
Marcus: I didn't say that at all. I say it starts with trust. When you're the thought leader you say our 
obsession is to become the most trusted voice in our place. That's where it starts.  That's a principle 
that is eternal.  So in other words, if you went to a business owner and is said to him or her “is trust 
going to be essential to your business in 20 years”? They're going to say yes. If you said “is Facebook 
going to be essential for your business in 20 years”, they're probably going to say no. So it starts 
with trust. Now, why trust? Because we buy from those we know, like and trust. that has been 
around since well hundreds of years probably we buy from those we know, like and trust. That has 
been around for hundreds of years… We buy from those we know, like and trust. And if we don't 
show our people how are they going to know us? and if they don't know or people how can they 
like us? if we don't teach the world how can they trust us? So when we do that, it equate to sales 
and so this is a philosophy centered around trust that leads to sales and happens to benefit 
marketing. 
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Victoria: Ok so how do you make sure that the people come across as authentic and trustworthy if 
in the end this is supposed to lead to sales? People might think that since you want to sale, it might 
not be authentic. 
 
Marcus: This is a good question in this is very important. Most companies stink at this, because 
they're too biased in their approach, right? So how do you come across as unbiased? See, we all 
have as buyers this “bullshit meter”, that when we are watching people online, we Almost expect 
them to be biased and therefore we are not going to trust them.  How do we engender immediate 
trust?  Well we have to say things and do things that make the person say “wow I did not see that 
coming!”. It's almost like a flinch that they would experience, and this only happens by calling a 
spade a spade, and by being brutally honest as quickly as possible. The technique that we teach is 
disarmament:  disarming the viewer, disarming the reader. So what might that look like in real life? 
Let me give you a hypothetical: let’s say that my company sells fiberglass swimming pools and 
someone asked me “ok Marcus tell me, why should I choose your fiberglass swimming pool over 
concrete?”. So if that's the case, if that's the question, how do I produce an article or a video that 
immediately induces trust? Well it would sound something like this: “so one of the questions people 
ask me all the time is why should I choose fiberglass over concrete? well the truth is, here comes 
the flinch - the part that they are not expecting - truth is you shouldn't  always choose fiberglass, in 
fact there are times when concrete is the better option”. So far you are thinking “holy cow I can't 
believe he's telling me this”. And what this article is doing, it is explaining you the pros and cons of 
both types of swimming pools, and then hopefully by the end you'll have a great sense towards 
which is the best choice for you. And simply by doing that, they're going to say “damn nobody spoke 
to me like that before”, and you're going to have their immediate trust. 
 
Victoria: When you say trust, I feel like online it's very complicated for a company to create that. 
How would you say no change perceptions about that? 
 
Marcus: No it's not. it's not difficult. 
 
Victoria: You don't think so? 
 
Marcus: It's not difficult at all. iI fact it's easy to because most companies don’t think like this. I mean 
especially in Europe where you don't see as much of it. I mean in Germany? Urgh!  everybody is like 
“hold it in” and “don't share it” and so that's why there is this really this “Let's not talk about this 
stuff unless the customer asks”, whereas if you just come right out and say “look you want to know 
this and this and this” and you produce video contents and actual content that calls a spade a spade. 
And people are vetting you, they're vetting your site and they're trying to learn it. There has never 
been an easier time to become a more trusted voice than right now. 
 
 Victoria: You're talking about how to change people's minds, and make them trust someone online. 
Now you're talking a lot about giving your employees a platform, like what are social networks 
sites… do you think these change hoa we perceive thought leadership and how we create trust 
online? Can be Facebook, can be LinkedIn… any of those. 
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Marcus: Well those are all vessels that carry out the message out to the world. They are  important, 
but the problem is - generally speaking-  everybody has access to those, but what they don't have 
access to is the actual content, because they haven’t produced it right? Step one is allowing and 
enabling your team, your subject matter experts, to produce the content to become thought leaders 
and to do it the right way. Step two is taking that content, putting it out there for the world to see 
by publishing it on your site, in your newsletter, on YouTube, on Facebook, on LinkedIn… like I do 
every single week. At least twice a week. That is the process and that amplifies it dramatically. That's 
were social comes into play. But you have got to look at social media like this: social is only as good 
as the value you bring to the party. What I mean by that is, let's say that you have a party with 
friends and everybody is supposed to bring something, and everybody brings food but you've got 
that one friend that doesn't bring anything. They're freeloaders right? Chances are you're not going 
to invite them back to another party. Well that's what social media is: it is only good as the value, 
food, you bring into the party. If you don't consistently bring something then it serves no purpose, 
nobody is going to care what you say. 
 
Victoria: So how exactly does that concretely benefit to the company that wants to be a thought 
leader? beside the sales part that is... 
 
Marcus: Well that's where it all ends, or even begins, right? There doesn't need to be a better reason 
than that. (laughs) I mean everything you do that is positive for company leads to more sales.  It just 
does.  So it's going to induce more trust because more people are going to see you, more people 
see you so you have more leads, more leads equals more sales appointments, more business, more 
referrals, more customers, more revenue… And the more revenue you have, the more you can give 
back to the world. Circle of life: it’s beautiful!  The more revenue you have, the better videos you 
can do, the more content manager you can have, the more videographers you can have, and no 
need to be to be thinking “I don't know if we can afford this person because you can”. Do you see 
the value in it yet? 
 
Victoria: Considering all this where do you see the difference between a market leader and a 
thought leader then? 
 
Marcus: Well the market leader is someone that is selling more than anyone else. A thought leader 
is the one that everybody goes to when they have a question. Therein lies the difference. Now if a 
market leader doesn't try to also be the thought leader, well there's a good chance that eventually 
they’ll will be overtaken by the thought leader. That's how it works. It is not always the case because 
you could be in a situation where they have so much money, they can just throw so much money 
out there to have more online advertising or TV advertising, or anything else than anybody else, and 
it's hard to overcome them. But if they're doing that, they're just spinning out the wild zoo, and 
spending money they don't necessarily have to. There is no marketing more cost effective than 
thought leadership. It is the most cost-effective out there by far. You know, with Riverpool's, like 
for my swimming pool company, e started off as somebody nobody ever heard of and I was doing a 
small amount of sale, and I started to produce content, I started to become the thought leader, I 
became THE thought leader, and then we became the market leader.  
 
Victoria: With this book, right? (shows the book from Marcus Sheridan: they ask you answer) 
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Marcus: Right, well therein lies the story with the “they ask you answer”, but that is one story and 
the other case studies you see in there well... same story. Everybody starts somewhere. Most of 
them are not at the top stair in history at first, and there's a reason for that, because companies 
that are on top - they're fat and happy - they have no reason to push the envelope. They have no 
reason to do things differently than they have ever done before, they're not gonna sit there and say 
“let’s change the rules, let’s do different”. 
 
Victoria: Can we go back to the process of thought leadership, and not from the thought leaders’ 
perspective, but from the person trying to find a thought leader. How do you say that one 
happening? How is this process? 
 
Marcus: Well the studies have shown that 70% of the buying decision today is night before someone 
talks to the salesperson, that is on average in every B2B business in the world. 70%. That’s a B2B 
study. So if that's the case then we have to ask ourselves where is it happening, and of course it is 
happening digitally, it is happening online. And how it works is, we go online and we ask a set of 
questions, right?  And they start off as more generic and eventually they get very specific. And based 
on that process, eventually we contact the company. And in a perfect world, that company is the 
company that we learnt everything from, and because we learnt everything from them and we love 
them so much, we can't wait to talk to them, and because now we trust them so much, because 
they have taught us everything we know, we don't have the desire to contact anybody else. They're 
the only ones we want to work with. As long as they don't screw it up when we talk to them face-
to-face, then that's who we are going to go with. 
 
Victoria: It sounds like a very a one-way communication though…  it doesn't seem like there is much 
of a dialogue.  
 
Marcus: Well it depends how you define dialogue. Let's be hypothetical: let's say that you want to 
learn about content marketing in my case. And you hear about me and you think “this Markus guy 
sound interesting” and you go and you watch two hours worth of video from me online. At the end 
of those two hours you know how I sound, how I look, you basically feel like you know me, it's like 
we're friends even though we've never met, and then finally we meet in real life. So are you telling 
me that was or was not a face-to-face sales experience? 
 
Victoria: Oh it definitely was… 
 
Marcus: Very much a face-to-face, even though I don't know you yet, until we meet in person. but 
that was a face-to-face sales experience. so it depends on how you define two way. It depends on 
how you define face-to-face. I think it is outrageously intimate. You know for a long time I had a 
podcast and I would have people tell me crazy stuff like “ hi Marcus you were with me and my hike 
up the mountain the other day” or “ or hey Markus if you were with me in the shower the other 
day”. I kid you not this actually happened…  
 
Victoria: well this is awkward… 
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Marcus: Because this particular person listened to my podcast when she was taking her shower.  
True story. So did she feel like she knew me? Apparently… even though I didn’t know her. 
 
Victoria: (laughs) yes very much so. I would actually like to take deeper into something you 
mentioned before: when you were talking about the fact that you give your people a platform.  It 
sounds to me that this has a lot to do with the firm culture. Could you maybe get more into detail 
about which is the is a positive ideology to become a thought leader? 
 
Marcus: I can't really answer this question without mentioning this issue of scarce mentality vs 
abundant mentality. So a lot of businesses have a scarce mentality, they feel like they've got a hold 
everything in, they got to hold in the truth and their employees, and can’t give them the opportunity 
they want and show their faces. They're always afraid that they're gonna lose something. That is the 
scarce mentality. That it won’t to be there tomorrow. Whereas the abundance mentality says there 
is room for everybody on top. There is no such thing as secret sauce, and I'm going to tell everybody 
how we doing it. I'm going to show everybody how we do it. I'm going to show everyone my team, 
my employees. And because of that they're gonna love us, and because they love us they're gonna 
buy stuff from us. That's a mindset, and some companies just ain't got it. More companies have a 
scarce mentality than an abundant one. That's why, if you talk to most B2B companies and you say 
“do you all talk about cost and prices of your services on your website” , 90+ percent, and I know 
the numbers because I've done all the research,  90% say no. Well hello?! How in the world am I as 
a buyer supposed to understand value, how am I going to understand what drives cost or keeps it 
down?  Why are some companies expensive and why are some companies cheap? How am I 
supposed to understand that unless you address it? But no, most don’t address it.   
 
Victoria: You say you need to have a more abundance mindset, any talk about that for the 
information, how does that change or differ for the people? 
 
Marcus: It doesn't. because the people are the one that you're putting out there. You basically tell 
your team “hey listen we have an opportunity”: “you can be the most trusted voice in our space, 
would you like to be the most trusted voice in your space?”. Teams says: “yeah that sounds like a 
good idea”; well here is the issue though: in order for us to be the most trusted voice, we have to 
teach the world what we know, but each of us is an expert - I don't know what you know you don't 
know what I know -. So we each have to be willing to share that with the world, and if you're willing 
to do that individually, then the collective will benefit. Now who is willing to do that? And in the 
process of doing that you are going to build your brand, become even more valuable to the business, 
and it is going to have a dramatic impact on your life: anybody want to play? and all of a sudden you 
have volunteers. That's how it comes to life and I have seen it come to life a bunch of times. 
 
Victoria: I'm quite impressed you have mentioned absolutely every single aspect that I stumbled 
across during my research but going further to feel that there is anything that we might have missed 
and I might want to add to thought leadership while contextualizing it?  is there anything that comes 
to your mind that we might not have talked about? 
 
Marcus: I just think the bottom line with thought leadership, and I can’t stress it out enough, is a 
true obsession about the way buyers think, what they fear, what they're asking, what they want to 
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know.  Too many businesses suffer from the curse of knowledge. What that is, is that when you're 
so involved into something and you've been doing it for so long, you forget what it's like not to know 
it, and therefore you can seem to put yourself in the shoes of the person that doesn't know or 
understand it. It is no difference then someone standing out and giving it out on marketing and only 
using abbreviations that marketers know and business owners have no clue about. That's the curse 
of knowledge: we have all met people that talk like they're talking to their local expert. It is dumb 
not too dumb it down. That's it. And for the companies that can really dumb it down, and aren't 
trying to sound smart, because that is not the goal here - because the moment that you're trying to 
sound smart is the moments that you start looking stupid. The idea is that we obsess over the 
obvious, and we are willing to address it in a way that everybody understands and that's a light bulb 
goes on, that's how you become a trusted voice. 
 
Victoria: It sounds to me that you're saying that companies need to have more empathy towards 
potential buyers or generally people. 
 
 
Marcus: Yes I would say that is accurate, you know, but empathy only comes through obsessive 
observation and listening. 
 
Victoria: But if you had to put thought leadership into synonyms what would it be? 
 
Marcus: Trusted expert, authority, voice of authority, authoritative voice, voice of trust. 
 
Victoria: Cool then This is it. thank you so much for participating I am very grateful that you took the 
time for this and you will hear back from you when I am handing in my thesis. I hope we stay in 
touch till then.  
 
 
 

Interview 6 – Mårten Bokedal 
 
Victoria: so as you know what this interview takes place as part of my Master's thesis research 
project. And what I am researching is the concept of thought leadership and I am trying to 
understand it conceptualize it and understand the impact it has for businesses if understood and 
used properly in a B2B context.  
 
Mårten: Alright. 
 
Victoria: cool, then my first question actually is whether you want to be identified or if you would 
rather be anonymized for this interview? 
 
Mårten: I'm ok to be recognized as a participant. 
 
Victoria: alright then could you please introduce yourself in which to professionally if I have it for 
the record? 
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Mårten: yeah sure my name is Mårten Bokedal and as for now I am working as senior manager for 
marketing at Episerver in the Nordics. 
 
Victoria: Alright then, let's get started! Based on your experience and opinion, could you explain and 
describe thought leadership in the B2B context to me in your own words? 
 
Mårten: interesting question… I think first I would divide a thought leader from thought leadership,  
but I guess the essence of  thought leadership is to position yourself in a way that you inspire and 
help your audience to understand how they would,  in this case,  be better at doing business for 
example, buying services or delivering services or products to a company.   
 
Victoria: when you say that there is a difference between thought leadership and a thought leader 
could you elaborate on this? 
 
Mårten: well I guess it would be the same thing, but I would say that thought leadership is more…  
you're looking at the practice of not pushing products but pushing outcomes to the people. So more 
or less describing or actually showing your expertise in something as a company.  And a thought 
leader with more or less position him as an expert in a subject matter.  I would say that thought 
leadership would more position a company and thought leader would position an individual.  
 
Victoria: all right, is thought leadership something that is relevant in your daily professional life? 
 
Mårten: I think it is the only thing that is relevant right now you know,  at least that is what most 
B2B companies are communicating, because people are tired of advertising and people are tired of 
being pushed products and especially I would say that people don't want to engage with products. 
They want to be able to put an outcome,  for example be better at their work or do they work 
sufficiently you know…  get inspired about doing something in a better way.  So I think this is more 
or less everything that comes out that I see right now.  It is more or less being positioned as thought 
leader at least, even those some practitioners are better and some are worse at it. 
 
Victoria: I'm actually trying to pinpoint thought leadership in a company. Who is the thought leader?  
is it the people working there?  the brand?  where does it come from exactly?  can you try to pinpoint 
it? 
 
Mårten: I think it's probably different from company to company, so this is also what I mean with 
thought leadership and thought leaders… sometimes I would probably say that a person could be 
more less anyone at the company - could be a spokesperson for that company or a marketing 
manager or a CEO - it really could be any person being the voice of the company,  and if the voice 
of that company drills down to an individual and that individual leaves then that person brings a big 
piece of that company's voice with him or her. But it could be anyone.  I don't think it is defined 
down to a role, but I think that thought leadership in general can be drilled down in different kind 
of functions in a company and around those functions it is usually the individuals spreading a 
message.  
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Victoria: but does it have to be a person, is it only the people or can the brand be recognized as 
thought leading? 
 
Mårten: if you do it well enough, I would probably be able to say that you can position a brand as a 
thought leader. If the brand is recognized enough in different kind of media, I would say that the 
brand could be a thought leader. That's correct. 
 
Victoria: so what exactly is a thought leader then? You mentioned before an expert, do you have to 
be an expert to be a thought leader? 
 
Mårten: I wouldn't say that you need to be an expert, but you should probably be a little bit of more, 
you know, an inspiration. I mean having been thinking about it from my side, I would say that I 
thought leader is good at expressing him or herself for the company, and usually also being good at 
foreseeing what is happening in the future, and also foreseeing the best practice,  being able to have 
an individual voice and usually thought leaders, if you see them as leaders,  would be the voice that 
people would be listening to and follow.  
 
Victoria: you mentioned communication in relation to thought leadership, how important is the 
communication part? 
 
Mårten: I guess without communication it is hard to be a thought leader. Of course you can be 
recognized as a thought leader but in the end I guess it is what you communicate that is the 
foundation of thought leadership. 
 
Victoria: but in that case how does thought leadership differ from a very good marketing strategy 
or communication strategy? 
 
Mårten: I would say they go hand and hand.  The marketing is many things…  marketing is also 
product marketing and being good at reaching out in different kind of channels. I would say thought 
leadership is more what you say not where you say it. So it thinks that leadership is usually practiced 
in certain type of a channel In which you ought to have a dialogue with recipients, and not when 
you used to communication part which is more or less a one way communication. 
 
Victoria: But if thought leadership is not about where you say it but what you say, then how is that 
leadership different from content marketing? Because content marketing is all about what you say… 
 
Mårten: I would say content marketing and thought leadership go hand-in-hand. Thought 
leadership is a part of content marketing, but content can be anything, so again a content marketing 
strategy can be anything from having an eBook out or having text on blog sites…  anyone can create 
a blog and communicate something on LinkedIn or wherever but I would say what differs in thought 
leadership is more about how that message is received by the people. 
 
Victoria:  Can you elaborate? 
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Mårten: thought leadership…  I mean if you could differentiate an article from maybe a thought 
leadership article is usually that thought leadership articles get more attention, it gets people to 
start talking and having a dialogue around it and elaborates around the subject, because it is usually 
saying something that is a little bit different or new or in another way inspiring compared to what 
people usually already know.  
 
Victoria: So is a thought leader someone who shares knowledge or in that case new knowledge? 
 
Mårten: I would say sharing knowledge, and in some way new knowledge, but it can also be just a 
different angle to something people already know. So, it can be news coming out and they were just 
elaborating and usually doing a good analysis of that news or a topic and put their own words and 
minds and thoughts and structure around that topic.  
 
Victoria: but in your opinion how important is that knowledge sharing parts for thought leadership? 
 
Mårten: it is more or less everything. Without sharing it would be hard to be recognized as what 
people say is a thought leader,  or believe is a thought leader. 
 
Victoria:  is a thought leader then someone you trust? 
 
Mårten: A thought leader is definitely someone your trust. I think to be perceived as a thought 
leader, I think you also need to be perceived as trustworthy.  I think that is a very important part of 
being a thought leader. 
 
Victoria: so how do you create this trust?  for you how do you recognize a company as being genuine 
and trustworthy? 
 
Mårten: It is a good question. I actually have been thinking about that quite often.  I think when you 
are being perceived as very honest, and when you bring up even subjects that can be uncomfortable 
either for your own company or the industry, and if you're speaking out freely and even maybe 
you're bringing up subjects that can be not only mainstream, I think people will trust you because 
they see through the honesty.  
 
Victoria: Yeah but I mean in some way thought leadership, if it really is so similar to marketing the 
end goal will be to sell something, right? 
  
Mårten: Yes. 
 
Victoria: but in that case if the end goal is to sell, how can you trust them? 
 
This is a good point, because you really can’t. Everyone is selling something. Any person doing any 
kind of pitch is selling something. Doesn’t have to be directly related to a product, but in the end 
you sell yourself, you sell an idea, you sell being a trustworthy source, a source of information which 
people should look at… Whatever you do, usually thought leadership and communication goes back 
to selling something. The big difference between thought leadership and product marketing is that 
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you should not be able to have a direct link to sales, it should be a subtle link towards it. But in the 
end usually if you did quite deep into any thought leadership you will see that the angle is there to 
sell something. 
 
Victoria: so even though thought leadership is to help there is still an agenda? 
 
Mårten: I think there are very few people without an agenda, or very few companies without an 
agenda. There is always an agenda for everything, regardless if you are the Red Cross, if your a 
content marketeer, if you work for a car company, there is always some sort of agenda. I mean even 
Jesus was a thought leader, but he also had an agenda, he was also selling something. There is 
always some sort of agenda, the only difference is how people perceive that agenda, if they accept 
it or don't accept it. 
 
Victoria: how important is it for people to accept your agenda to be transparent? 
 
Mårten: transparency goes hand-in-hand with what we talked about: honesty. So when you are 
being transparent and open up yourself, and when you open up the company and us become more 
transparent, it is easier to trust you and therefore it is one of the cornerstones in thought leadership 
as well.  
 
Victoria: Yeah I agree… actually I'd like to get back to this knowledge sharing part of thought 
leadership. What type of knowledge do you expect a thought leader to be sharing? 
 
Mårten: it could be different. It could be inspirational, or it could be helpful, so it kind of depends 
on the context. I think whenever a person engages with an article or blog post or video or something, 
you are looking for something. Even a chef online can be a thought leader, helping people with 
recipes, and you know, if you are looking at the television and things like that - which is not B2B - 
but what they are doing is they are opening up and helping you become a better chef, to become 
better at something.  But it can also be just inspiring you about how the future will look like and not 
about what you're going to do right now but what you should think about will happen in a few years 
time.  
 
Victoria: would you say that I thought leader is a teacher in some way then? 
 
Mårten: you could say that a thought leader is a teacher, but maybe not in the same way as a school 
teacher. In the case of a school teacher it is usually about repeating what someone else said, not 
always, but still. A thought leader should be breaking new grounds and opening up new ideas and 
thoughts, and not repeating the words of others. You can take old ideas but you have to make them 
new or find a new angle to be perceived as a thought leader. 
 
Victoria: does that mean you can only be a thought leader by comparison to your audience then?  
 
Mårten: in a way I would say that is correct.  
 
Victoria: could you elaborate on that thought maybe? 
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Mårten: when looking at thought leaders, I believe that their audience is looking for some answers 
and the idea is that the thought leaders should be providing you with those answers, even may be 
providing the questions and the answers to these questions.  So usually yes, what thought leaders 
are usually doing is that they are helping and opening up and paving new ways to look at things, and 
helping.  That is what I would say as well. 
 
Victoria: Ok. When you think about what we talked about before, thought leadership in a company, 
do you think that there is something that can enhance the company’s ability to become a thought 
leader?  
 
Mårten: Yeah I think certain company cultures foster thought leadership, such as company cultures 
that foster creativity and the ability to speak your mind, giving employees freedom can foster 
thought leadership. I can see that in companies which I follow, where I can see several people from 
these companies are being inspirational. I believe I meet people like them from other companies, 
but the company culture can hold back inspiration and also the employees’ voice. I mean if you are 
looking at profits and what companies are being measured on and what they want to do and what 
they want to say, companies can be quite afraid about having a voice.  Because having a free voice 
adding people to speak their minds and having the creativity and honesty can strike back as well as 
something negative in the short run. Like we talked about, honesty and the transparency is needed 
to also getting that trust, that people need to see something as being part of thought leadership. So 
unless you're foster that culture of transparency, honesty and trust, which can of course be scary 
for a company, with shareholder, that will hold back the ability of being looked at as a thought 
leader. 
 
Victoria: So in your opinion what is the value that thought leadership brings to the company that is 
perceived as one? 
 
Mårten: one value is definitely loyalty and trust. I guess it is what each company says they want, 
which is loyal customers, and for them to become loyal you need that trust, for the company's to 
get that lifetime commitment from customers. It is very hard to get that unless you are a trusted 
company. So to really get to that point, I believe that opening up for transparency is a must, but it 
is hard to do and not all companies see that extra mile step as necessary. And they might be doing 
good anyways…  it's really hard to foster and to focus on these kinds of things, such as thought 
leadership as well. 
 
Victoria: In your opinion how does the process to become a thought leader look like?  
 
Mårten: I think it comes from the deep values of the company, from the beginning. I think it can 
also spring out from individuals, but I think to be perceived as a thought leader as a company it 
needs to start from the top to the bottom, from more or less the culture of the company, from the 
leaders in the company or even the founders, or from the management. That is just how it is.  
Otherwise you can definitely have thought leaders spreading messages, but the problem is when 
they leave that voice is, like I said, will also leave with them, and more or less leave an empty shell.  
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Victoria: Yeah agreed. Do you actually have companies that you follow because you perceive them 
as being thought leaders?  
 
Mårten: No, not companies. I follow the individuals…  I do look at companies, because I also get 
inspired by them and analyze the kind of companies that I see coming up with new things, new ways 
of doing, more fun or interactive ways. Companies I find interesting to follow, but the thought 
leadership is usually based on an individual or couple of individuals, usually quite high in the top of 
the management, so usually I follow the thought leaders more than the companies. 
 
Victoria: What does it bring you as an individual to follow these companies? What do you get out of 
following them? 
 
Mårten: For me, I am interested in what I do as well... I kind of see that working in marketing is also 
a little bit my hobby. I see marketing as being psychology as well, and I believe that it is fun and 
interesting on a human level, so for me it is also about looking at people I believe are better at what 
they do than I am, especially about spreading messages and having that honesty, and looking at 
things in new ways and especially being able to foresee things. But in marketing I would say that in 
90 percent of the cases I have been following people - when I look back - it is actually because they 
have been talking about things before other people have. And what they have been talking about 
also has been happening in the end, so they have been able to look at chains and reactions of what's 
happening in the markets or with people or behaviors and technology and processes,and foreseeing 
how that will affect the businesses or the practitioners before it actually happens. And usually it is 
when it happens, when you can look back and see that's whatever that person said is happening, is 
when you get that true relationship with that thought leader and when you're really starts to follow 
that person actively. 
 
Victoria: where do you follow these people? 
 
Mårten: I wish I'd know… but mostly LinkedIn right now for me, unfortunately. It is definitely not 
the best source, so I wish I had a better way of following these people, but there are too many 
sources and too many ways… I get so many emails and I'm not very fond of Twitter. I think that 
Twitter would be a very good way of following these people, especially the Americans, but for now 
it is usually LinkedIn. 
 
Victoria: what do you think, how important are those social networking platforms, which among 
many is LinkedIn - even though it doesn’t have to be LinkedIn - to thought leadership and thought 
leaders?  
 
Mårten: I think LinkedIn is more or less the only platform now for professionals…  but it is of course 
also everywhere such as newspapers and magazines and so on.  But I would say where you spread 
your communication and where people find it are usually social channels, which is not weird since 
social channels are where people spend most of their time on. 
 
Victoria: Is the followership that these thought leaders have on social platforms an important aspect 
for you to perceive them as thought leaders? 
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Mårten: it can validate and probably lead to the step of investigating more about what this person 
has said and done before, so it can have an effect, but I would not say it is one of the most important 
measurements for me.  I have seen so many examples of people with a lot of followers and with 
nothing good to say. 
 
Victoria:  is that what you call social proof, to see the proof of other people following that person? 
 
Mårten: I say that in general people are looking at that social proof.  so I would say yes to that but 
when it comes to me I would probably say no, but in general I would probably say social proof 
matters. 
 
Victoria: but if they use social to get their message out and in the end sell, how is it different to 
social selling then? 
 
Mårten: thought leadership is supposedly being a part social selling. Social selling though is a 
concept made for salespeople to sell in the way that people want to buy, which means again not 
being sold to: people loved to buy but they hate being sold to. So it is about creating an engagement 
with a potential buyer by using content in a lot of contexts. So of course thought leadership kind of 
is a way of using social selling as a tool.  
 
Victoria:  when you think about how you found the people that you follow as thought leaders, can 
you try to recall how you found them?  what is the process of finding a thought leader? 
 
Mårten: Usually it is via shared content by someone, or via liked content by someone, on a platform.  
It can also be people that I have been seeing live somewhere or through webinars,  but definitely 
mostly people that I saw live and can then look into more if what they said resonated with me, I can 
start take into their profile.  And like I said in most cases it is articles shared by someone else. 
 
Victoria: but is this active research parts important on your part? 
 
Mårten: Yeah…  but people are lazy so in the best of worlds I would just be fed good articles and 
good people.  I do take time to dig and research around specific people, specifically when new 
subjects come out you have to research, because new subjects usually don't have that many people 
talking about it, and that is also a little bit my way to find new people.  so like I said before, usually 
thought leaders are usually quite quick at spotting new trends, spotting new things, writing about 
them,  and that is also when you find new thought leaders.  
 
Victoria: so how important is this aspect of innovation then? 
 
Mårten: depends what you mean with innovation.  but yes you can be a thought leader in a subject, 
but unfortunately people also get bored about it after a while, so you have to reinvent yourself and 
in the fields that I follow, marketing,  things happen so quickly that you have to adapt and reinvent 
and innovate and see new things.  unless you're doing this, you stagnate quite quickly.  
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Victoria: When you were talking about thought leaders, when you were describing them before, 
you mentioned that you believe them to be experts.  in that case do you understand thought leaders 
for a niche or some more broad topics? 
 
Mårten: I think today it is getting harder and harder to be broad, so I think you kind of need to be 
more niche specific today to be able to have a voice and tell a story that people haven't heard 
before.  so I think having a niche will kind of help you, But on the other hand if it’s too small then 
they will not be much to talk about in the long run, which means that you run out of subjects so… 
 
Victoria: but isn’t consistency a big part of thought leadership? 
 
Mårten: You mean being consistent within a subject? 
 
Victoria: Yes. 
 
Mårten: I think it is.  you at least need to have an area in which you talk about.  I think being an 
expert…  or at least in a way I believe you need to master the subject that you're talking about.  you 
need to be able to be trustworthy and unless you really know a subject it is very hard to bring value 
from it,  or at least to talk about it in a way that other people haven't heard before or haven't seen 
through that angle.  so of course you can get one idea and say something and write one small blog 
post about something, but to be able to deliver thought leadership in a consistent way I believe that 
you need to master a subject and more or less be an expert within it. 
 
Victoria: Okay.. interesting. Tell me how well do you agree with the following statement that 
“thought leadership is a status that is given not taken”? 
 
Mårten: Well... Yes and no. Yes! I would say yes! 
 
Victoria: Could you elaborate on why first yes and no and then yes? 
 
Mårten: well it should be like that, because in the end it is the people that will tell who will be the 
thought leaders. On the other hand I have seen quite many self-spoken thought leaders, that 
actively promote things and talk a lot, and promote themselves, and can be positioned as thought 
leaders,  because they are very active and out there.  It is the same thing as bloggers or people that 
have plenty of followers and are very active at talking and self-promoting. For example, I have seen 
people self-promote as thought leaders in the marketing industry but they are not even top 
marketers, and they're just self-promoting, and maybe some people see them as that leaders but 
the marketing community definitely reject them as such And would just see them as self-promoters. 
 
Victoria: Is that something where a company would lose credibility? to market itself as thought 
leader? 
 
Mårten: If a person would... I haven’t seen examples of companies doing this but I have seen 
examples of people that have been positioning themselves as thought leaders…  but the self-
promoters would always be out there and the ones that are out there to create a personal brand.  I 
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haven’t seen this on an international level, only a local level. So it is quite obvious when a self-
promoter, or wannabe thought leader, are doing this for themselves, and maybe not as the 
spokesperson for the company. Or actually it can even be so that the company, without a voice, 
would hire a person with a character or strong personality - a perceived thought leader - during a 
period of time to get them to shine on their brand. I don’t think this is very successful, but I have 
seen examples of people that have been hired in positions in which that person almost had a 
stronger brand than the company.  
 
Victoria: So where do you differentiate the personal brand and the company brand, if one of them 
is to be recognized as thought leader?  
 
Mårten: I have only seen a few examples and this could be tough. If you are positioning yourself, or 
are being positioned as a thought leader yourself and you create this strong personal brand, I think 
it is very hard for any company to hire you and to get a part of that sunshine towards their brand. I 
think that the owner and person from Chief Martek - I don’t remember his name - do you know this 
person? The one that made this marketing technology map for every year? 
 
Victoria: No… 
 
Mårten: He got hired by Hubspot. But it is not credible, because he has always been reviewing 
different kind of marketing technologies, and he has always been open and honest about what he 
believes about the marketing tech out there. And because he didn’t work for any of these 
companies, and always been reviewing the world from a neutral perspective, and he has been 
building this marketing technology landscape in which different marketing technologies should be 
fitted in different kind of positions. But the second he got hired by one of them, I believe that maybe 
his voice got less credible and I don’t think that the company that hired him reaped the benefits of 
having him either. And I also believe that I haven’t heard that much from him since… not as much 
as I used to do. So that is one of the first thought leaders within marketing technology in our 
industry, I guess that get bought and which voice got silenced.  
 
Victoria: That is an interesting example… 
 
Mårten: Yeah. 
 
Victoria: So you can’t buy credibility. That’s good to know… 
 
Mårten: I think it is hard. Especially depending on what you do. If you live from criticizing or 
evaluating different technology vendors and suddenly you start working for one of them, it is very 
hard to keep a credible voice. Now whatever you will say, people will think (1) are you selling or (2) 
are you talking about an area in which your company is probably an expert within in the end. People 
will get sceptic, it is just how it is.  
 
Victoria: Do you actually think that thought leadership can be only achieved in certain types of 
industries? Or do you think that can be achieved anywhere?  
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Mårten: You can probably achieve it anywhere. And I think we see that it is starting to spread. 
Thought leadership was a term that was very much used in marketing and in a way of doing content 
marketing, and especially marketing for marketing - in our industry, “how to do Facebook 
advertising” and the like... But recently I have been seeing it way more in HR for example, in terms 
of creating a culture at your company, “how to hire the right staff” and that has been booming in 
that area, you can see that quite often right now if you analyze what is being posted as thought 
leadership articles being published on LinkedIn. 
 
Victoria: Actually there is one topic that I would like to talk with you about, many of the people I 
have interviewed agreed that a thought leader needs to address societal issues, such as the 
environment and justice for the world and the people living in it, how much do you agree with them? 
That a thought leader needs to address these issues? 
 
Mårten: I kind of somewhat agree. I mean yes it goes back to for the kind of Superhero synonym, 
that you want to put people on a pedestal, and to do that you want for them to be good. I have seen 
few thought leaders that are villains. They usually want to position themselves as heroes, so yes in 
the end that is usually what you see. But I think it is more because people want to hear those kinds 
of things, because whatever we want to engage with, we want to engage with people that are doing 
things for the greater good.  We don't want to see that direct sell,  we don’t want to hear or think 
that this person is actually selling something or has a hidden agenda,  because that is not something  
that fulfills ourselves, engaging with these people.  So I agree with the statement that they do.  I'm 
just not always sure that the means on it.  I still believe that kittens and food and pictures of people 
give more likes and comments on LinkedIn, on Facebook and everywhere else…  so if you want to 
have your message spread you should put in a cat there.  I mean it will help (laughs).  and if you 
want to have people liking your post and then you should talk about things that will help the greater 
good.  That is just how it is, but I also believe that, like everything else, it is about honesty and 
transparency, and unless you practice what you preach, well that would just blow back right up in 
your face. 
 
Victoria: I think we have been talking about more or less all the subject areas that I have I found 
during my research, but is there something that comes to your mind that we might not have 
mentioned that you believe is important in relation to thought leadership? 
 
Mårten:  no.. I mean we did touch on the base. I believe that the thought leader, in the same way 
as an influencer - in social media or otherwise - to become a thought leader you need to be quite 
engaged in your community. It is not just about being smart, it is about being frequent and out 
there. It is a little bit like this self-promotion thing, for example we all have friends who post 
something on Instagram every day; we have the friends who post nothing or when they do it is the 
perfect picture… so I believe it is very hard to be a thought leader if you are only posting that perfect 
picture once every quarter. I think you need to be out there quite a lot, you need to have your say 
in everything. In one way you would be that annoying friend that would always criticize and always 
have a say in every conversation and always want their voice to be heard - but in social media, in 
order to become a person that people follow, I think it is key. For good or for bad. But I think that 
what you say, in a combination with frequency or how many times you say it, is key.  
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Victoria: When you think about thought leadership, can you try to give me as many synonym to the 
meaning of it as possible? Either partial or complete. 
 
Mårten: Expert, trustworthy, … Damn I'm really bad at synonyms that's a tough question for me. 
 
Victoria: well then maybe let try this one. If you were in my position and you had to come up with 
some kind of conceptualization or visualization of that dealership what form would this take? 
 
Mårten:  oh god that is even worse… (both laugh) ok so let's try the first one again I mean it is what 
we've been talking about, it is about innovation and expertise… it is transparency and 
trustworthiness…  it's also may be challenging, inspirational and honest. Yeah. 
 
Victoria: Then I guess we are about to finish up and to do that I'd like to ask you the first question 
again so if you could define thought leadership to me in your own words could you please do that? 
 
Mårten: I think I would describe it in the same way as we have been discussing.  So…  it could be a 
person or a company that is providing inspiration around outcomes and not products.  
 
Victoria:  are you going to leave it at that? 
 
Mårten: I'm going to leave it at that. 
 
Victoria: alright in that case I am closing out this interview and wanted to say again thank you so 
much for taking part of its I really appreciate and as promised I will send you the Jesus when it is 
finalized. Talk soon! 
 
 
 

Interview 7 – Mikko Pippo 
 
Victoria: As you know this interview takes place as part of my master thesis research which is on the 
topic of thought leadership. The idea is to create a conceptualization of thought leadership into 
understands what it is where it comes from and the impact it can have on the company went on 
right in the B2B context. But before we get started is it ok for you to be identified for this interview 
or would you rather be anonymous?  
 
Mikko: I have no problem being recognized. 
 
Victoria: Awesome in that case could you please introduce yourself and what you do professionally, 
so I have it for the record? 
 
Mikko: Yes, so I am Mikko Pippo, from Helsinki Finland. I would describe myself as an Analytics 
consultant, but it is only one part of my job because I am one of the founders of digital marketing 
agency here in Helsinki. So, a lot of what I do is actually not only consulting, but it is also business 
management…  headhunting, finding new customers, pitching, and everything that is related to 
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running a business. So that is what I am mostly doing, do you want to know something about my 
background. Or..? 
 
Victoria: No just perfect as you said it. Are now I will get back to the middle of it, thought leadership 
in the B2B context… If you had to define or describe it in your own words how would you do that? 
 
Mikko: I have to think a bit… 
 
Victoria: Take your time you got as much time as you want for this one.  
 
Mikko: Thought leadership. Is… I would say it is being recognized by others as someone who has 
something to say about a specific topic and really knows what he or she is talking about. So, I would 
say it needs to be based in reality, it is not just an empty hype or being known. 
 
Victoria: Where do you think thought leadership comes from? 
 
Mikko: It comes from being… you have to be willing to speak publicly and write… speak and write. 
It comes from your public speeches and public writings. Sometimes, but I would say it is not as 
common, it can originate from you speaking or writing in non-public settings, like having lots and 
lots of client talks, then maybe it might spread over word of mouth, but I still think it is very rare. 
So, I think mostly it comes from your public speaking and writings, be it online, like blogs or for many 
people it is still writing books that is more important than being online. 
 
Victoria: Is it something that is relevant in your daily professional environment? 
 
Mikko: I think it is relevant but I don’t think about it. 
 
Victoria: You think it is relevant, but you don’t think about it? 
Mikko: Yes it is relevant but I am not constantly thinking about it or constantly aiming at thought 
leadership. 
 
Victoria: Okay. So what is your relationship to thought leadership? Do you say you have one? And if 
so, how would it be? 
 
Mikko: I think it depends on your audience, for example when I am considering the B2B marketing 
in Finland, I think I am pretty well recognized by clients and prospect clients as someone who knows 
about web Analytics and is worth listening to.  But then it is difficult to say whether I am in that 
position in professional circles…  maybe I am but it's very difficult to know.  It is constantly changing. 
For example a couple of years ago I was very well known as SEO consultant but then I decided to 
move directions and to move to Analytics and started to build a new career and in that way I decided 
to start writing about Analytics and maybe there was some kind of plan there behind it but I don't 
know…  
 
Victoria: So do you follow some company is that she believed to be thought leaders? 
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Mikko: not companies just people like Avinash Kaushik and Simo Ahava…  there is one company I 
like to follow it is ConversionXL from Estonia. That is the only company that I follow nowadays  and 
what they are publishing. 
 
 Victoria: do you believe this company to be a thought heating company and its area then? 
 
Mikko: I'm not sure…  certainly some of the people working for them are, but I am not quite sure I 
would describe the company as a thought leader. But ofcourse nowadays when I see someone has 
been posting content on their website as guest blogger I kind of expect them to be as I high quality 
than their house writers are. Something that is kind of originates from specific people but then it 
might spread to the company or be somehow…  or have some effects of your idea about the 
company. And then by some kind of … by some contact it will spread in connection with the 
company. 
 
Victoria: It is actually quite interesting which you're mentioning because I'm trying to pinpoint 
where thought leadership comes from. Is it from the company? is it from the people is it a mix of 
both? does it influence each other?  what is your take on this? 
 
Mikko: I think it influences but I am not so sure about how direct connection is…  in some cases  it 
is obvious. Like … do you know Peplaya, estonian guy? I heard him first speak at Search Lab in 
London, I think it was 2014 or something like that. I had never heard about him, then I found his 
company website and started to read his blogposts and then I got his books from Amazon.  and then 
I found myself attending there conferences and Estonia, and then I started to follow some other 
people in connection with the conference.  So it is kind of contagious…  
 
Victoria: I'm still trying to understand how you see the person and company being related.  Who is 
the thought leader? 
 
Mikko: It is the person.  if I have to choose between the two, it is certainly the person,  because in 
some cases I don't even know the names of the company. It is just the guy. For example someone 
from Analytics circles, Simo Avaha, he used to work for Netboosters something like 5 years ago then 
he was working for Reactor and now he is working for another company…  and I don't think Simo  
ever gets invited to speak at conferences as someone working for that specific company, just 
because he is Simo. And some of this has an effect on the companies. The companies get something 
out of someone being recognized as thought leader. So there is a connection but I think it is more 
about the person. But it is useful for the companies to employ those people. 
 
Victoria: so what do you think is the value for the company to employ someone who is recognised 
as a thought leader? 
 
Mikko: as long as the topic has something to do with, or is closely related to the company's offerings 
then there is value.  
 
Victoria: so what do you think it's the exact value that the company gains? 
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Mikko: Visibility and in some cases customers.  example we get a lot of inbound contacts just 
because of my online social media visibility. Sometimes it is related to Analytics and sometimes not. 
In some cases we might sell a small Analytics Project and the client ends up being a good SEO or PPC 
client for us. So it is useful in the beginning it opens the doors for the company.  but it is not always…  
it doesn't always mean that we are selling a huge Analytics projects just because I am known as 
Analytics specialist.  
 
Victoria: Ok…  let's take Simo as an example… 
 
Mikko: We all know him. 
 
Victoria: Yeah we all know him, I have met him as well he is amazing. But so what makes him a 
thought leader?  what is it that you require from someone to be one? 
 
Mikko: That he has something you need to say. He’s not just copying ideas originally presented by 
other people. He publishes original content that is always worth Reading, his talks are always worth 
listening to. In a way it is very similar to someone we both know for example Avinash Kaushik.  His 
blog is also always great, and he has lots of original content…  while sometimes the ideas are not all 
novelties but still the combination of ideas is always unique to him. 
 
Victoria: so what type of knowledge do you expect to read from thought leaders? 
 
Mikko: what kind of knowledge?  well knowledge that I can use. There are two ways of seeing this…  
some of the thought leaders are thought leaders because their way of thinking or what they are 
telling us is so useful and we can trust them to give us some information that we can use in our own 
work.  That is one way to think about it.  And then there are some other thought leaders that are 
much more controversial, and you might not always agree with them. Some people agree with them 
and some are probably actively disagreeing with them…  but still they are thought leaders for some 
vertical or some segment of the market or just to some people.  For example, I am just thinking 
about another industry in digital marketing like SEO, So they are obviously different opinions in that 
market. You can be thought leader in many ways and some thought leaders might publish quite 
contradicting ideas.  
 
Victoria: Actually there's something I would like to dig deeper into.  you said that I thought there is 
someone you trust... 
 
Mikko: Most of the time yet. 
 
Victoria: how important is that trust towards that person for you to recognise him as a thought 
leader? 
 
Mikko: For me I think it is pretty important. Because if their ideas are crap, if they are not useful,  if 
I cannot trust them to be helpful, I would say they are not real thought leaders. They might act like 
one or be recognized as one by some people but for me I would say it is more like faking a thought 
leader. 



 - 159 - 

 
Victoria: something I'm trying to understand here as well is that you are saying that thought 
leadership has to do with content that is published. 
 
Mikko:  very often yes. 
 
Victoria: so how much of an expert does one need to be in that specific topic that your publishing 
content about to be a thought leader? 
 
Mikko: that is a really good question because of course. We can see thought leadership as being…  
or they're being different levels of thought leadership, because you can be pretty new to a field and 
still publish a lot of useful information, if you are publishing it mainly for people that are even newer 
in the field.  So one way to think about this would be…  for example for me obviously people like 
Simo and Avinash, and others like them, are thought leaders, because I constantly learning new 
things from them, and I trust them and find their talks inspiring. But on the other hand if you are 
active in a small market like Finland your content doesn't have to be that advanced, or actually it 
can be even harmful. Because then you are just… for example if in Finland you are publishing in 
Finnish content like Simo does in English, your audience would be something like 10 people, and 
you wouldn’t be recognized by anyone as thought leader. You might just be recognized as someone 
with really specialized skills in something. Publish content for your own specific target audience, if 
you are trying to build some kind of thought leadership position. In that case it would be something 
that is kind of a more planned action. You plan to become a thought leader because it is helpful as 
a part of your personal branding and it is useful as one aspect of social selling or marketing your 
own services. I would say it depends a lot on what you are trying to achieve and where you are 
trying achieve your leadership position. To be honest I am not even sure Simo ever tied to be a 
thought leader … i just think it happened accidentally.  
 
Victoria: So it is something that is recognized as not having an agenda. Is that what you are saying? 
 
Mikko: In some cases it could be but for me I would be pretty open about it, even on LinkedIn. I 
wrote a couple of posts on why I am active on LinkedIn and basically, I am saying that I am active on 
LinkedIn and I am writing blog posts only because it helps me to sell our services. So it is pretty 
brutal and only marketing. I am doing it for sales. And I publish content because it helps me sell 
more.  
 
Victoria: But publishing content is not directly thought leadership, is it? 
 
Mikko: No, no. But it can produce, or it can help you to become a thought leader because I would 
say that the aim is different, but it might be some unintended result of your publishing. 
 
Victoria: I’d like to get back to something you mentioned: the fact that you should target your 
audience because if you were to write something very high level in Finnish, you would only have 10 
people following you. So how important is that follow base to be recognized as thought leader? Like 
how much of an impact does it have?  
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Mikko: Hm… that is an interesting question. I would just answer by saying it doesn’t really matter if 
you are thought leader for 10 people. It might matter if you are recognized by 100 people, but if you 
have something like 1000 people believing in what you are saying, then we maybe could speak about 
proper thought leadership. And then when we are talking about people like Avinash or Simo, it is 10 
thousand people or even more. Or social media marketing it can be hundreds of thousands of 
people following Gary Vaynerchuck or Seth Godin and so on. 
 
Victoria: Actually, something did strike me as well. It sounds like you recognize a thought leader as 
being a teacher, how well do you agree with this statement? 
 
Mikko: Now that you say it, I would agree a lot. So, for example, from another field, I wouldn’t call 
a politician even with a huge follower base a thought leader. 
 
Victoria: Why so? 
 
Mikko: Good question. Maybe it is because of the agenda. Maybe it is because they are not trying 
to help us in understanding the reality in another way. It is only about influencing people, 
persuading them.  
 
Victoria: Yeah… and it is also not very authentic.  
 
Mikko: No exactly. 
 
Victoria: How important is that to you? That a thought leader is someone that is authentic? 
 
Mikko: It is another difficult concept the authenticity. I don’t think you can really be recognized as 
a thought leader if you are not really saying what you really think, and what you mean and what you 
believe in. If so, then it is only about sales and marketing and it is like being a politician. 
 
Victoria: Something you mentioned just a minute ago was innovation. The content that a thought 
leader brings out, does it have to be innovative? Is that a must? 
 
Mikko: Maybe not… now that you ask it. But it definitely helps. For example, there are a couple of 
people I know, they are widely recognized in Finland as thought leaders in their field, or it is one of 
their fields. But I don’t think they have even really published anything novel or innovative about for 
example artificial intelligence, but they have been good in writing popular books and texts about it.  
 
Victoria: Maybe, what is not innovative to you is innovative to someone else?  
 
Mikko: Yeah. that’s true. So many people reading their books find new ideas in them and they learn 
new things even if they are basically just reading 10 or 20 books and writing one more book based 
on what they have read and maybe 10 interviews. So, in that case it might not be about the novel 
ideas but some unique combination of previously distinct ideas, information that has helped them 
be recognized as thought leaders.  
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Victoria: But I mean when you think about the people that you see as thought leaders, do they 
publish innovative content? Is it something you value by following them? 
 
Mikko: Yes, yes. Because if someone doesn’t publish innovative content or novel ideas, or ideas I 
have never read before, I stop following them. I don’t want to spend my precious time in watching 
YouTube videos that don’t teach me anything new. I don’t want to spend reading blog posts that 
are just recycled ideas I have read 10 times before. 
 
Victoria: Yeah understandable… so is that the value you get from following thought leaders? 
 
Mikko: Yes.  
 
Victoria: Could you elaborate exactly what it is that you gain from? 
 
Mikko: What I gain from following them is new ideas I can use in my work, in my consulting, when I 
am helping my clients. I mean, doing better digital marketing, yeah… basically I only follow people 
whose content is useful for me personally. I am not so much into inspirational content, it is more 
about usefulness. 
 
Victoria: Ok, that is interesting. You’re the first one telling me that. That is pretty interesting. 
 
Mikko: The best thing of course is when it is a combination of both, but for me the inspiration is 
simply not enough. Because even at the conferences I have been attending, I find most interesting 
those talks that are both useful and inspirational. It is not enough to be just useful unless it is 
something really really new. And purely inspirational content for me is… I don’t find it that 
interesting. 
 
Victoria: Okay…  
 
Mikko: But I know quite many people would probably disagree with me. (laughs)  
 
Victoria: Yeah. true. From what I hear from the other people I interviewed, they are disagreeing 
with you. But it is interesting, I like to see the different aspects and different takes people have on 
that… So I’d like to get to another aspect of thought leadership. Considering that thought leadership 
comes from the people, or at least so you think and say, how important do you think is the 
environment where they are in? How important is for example the culture of the company standing 
behind them? Or anything related to the company really? 
 
Mikko: There must be something in the culture, because I think in many cases, in many traditional 
companies … for example let’s think about old industrial companies. They rarely encourage people 
to become thought leaders, or if they do it is… well… I’m not really sure. I’m just thinking about… 
most of the people I have heard to speak at some events are from new companies. Not so much 
from start-ups but they are from companies that are innovating. In some cases, they are old 
companies that have been transforming a lot in the last couple of years, so they maybe are more 
open to somehow creating a culture where you can influence people and where you can speak 



 - 162 - 

openly about your thoughts. For some of the old traditional companies, they still are very suspicious 
of people speaking… about anything in public. If you are not allowed to speak anything about the 
business you are working with you can’t be recognized as thought leader in that field because you 
really can’t say anything that is of any importance.  
 
Victoria: Something you mentioned before is social selling, and that ties a lot into what you were 
saying, that thought leadership can only happen when you put your thoughts out there, when you 
publish, when there is content created so that it is heard. Then how different is thought leadership 
to social selling, or “just another really good marketing strategy”? Where lies the difference? 
 
Mikko: The intention. For many people the intention is different. For example… let’s start from the 
beginning … two closely related but different concepts: social selling and social marketing. I don’t 
see myself as doing social selling, where you are constantly also communicating with your people in 
private messages and privately discussing with them and trying to transform your discussions from 
public marketing messages into private sales discussions. I don’t do that at all, but still some people 
see what I am doing as social selling. Ok, I would describe what I do as social marketing. I have an 
audience, I publish content trying to help us sell more, but in a more indirect way. But what is the 
relation between thought leadership and social marketing… well it is… if I am doing social marketing, 
selling is one possible result of it, becoming recognized as thought leader would be another, maybe 
unintended result of the same process. For some people, it might of course start from the other 
angle, they might be interested exactly in becoming recognized as thought leader in order to get 
speaking time at conferences, or consulting. I think it would be interesting to have consulting 
extended or more aimed at sales. Hm… So, probably what you are doing, or what I am doing, it 
wouldn’t change a lot but the intention is somewhat different ,and the main aim of what i am doing.  
 
Victoria: So the agenda behind what you do… is that the difference between thought leadership and 
social marketing then? Is that the only thing? 
  
Mikko: No… I would say that you can act in the same way but it depends on the others, what the 
end result is. 
 
Victoria: Who are the others? What do you mean? 
 
Mikko: Your audience. Because at the end of the day, if I am writing content for some people, it 
might … the content might turn someone into my customers and for some it would just bring them 
to think of me as thought leader. So, there is always this social aspect. We are not publishing, or we 
are not speaking anything in an empty space with no other people, and finally it is the 
communication with other people that turns your actions into something else. The end results… 
well of course there can be many end results for many people. 
 
Victoria: Is there some aspect that you think, which also ties into thought leadership, we haven’t 
mentioned so far that strikes you as important? 
 
Mikko: I think we have spoken basically about all the important topics, but I would still in any case 
stress out about the social aspect of thought leadership. You can’t be a thought leader without some 
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kind of community, or some kind of audience, or whatever it is - and no matter if it is small or big, 
or something in between. Thought leadership is always born in connection with other people. You 
cannot just decide to just be a thought leader. It is something that the others must recognize you 
as, otherwise you are just talking and writing.  
 
Victoria: Yeah like the people who put the name “guru” on their LinkedIn… 
 
(both laugh) 
 
Mikko: Yeah… (laughs) Actually it is funny, because a year ago, in a client meeting there was me and 
there was another consultant from another agency and the other consultant who was in the 
meeting was in the client company for the first time. And when he introduced himself, he told 
everyone that… “I have been working for years with the adobe stack and google analytics stack, and 
some other people even call me a guru”… so he basically wasn’t directly claiming that he is a guru 
or someone with real advanced skills, but he tried to influence other people in our audience by, or 
rather our client, by saying that others have claimed him to be a guru. 
 
Victoria: Oh god… 
 
Mikko: But still I found it really strange to introduce oneself. 
 
Victoria: Yeah for sure… 
 
Mikko: Just like a … it is almost as funny as people who claim to be thought leaders, I rarely see it 
nowadays. I have seen it a couple of times, but still… 
 
Victoria: Yeah it is for sure something that is given and not taken. 
 
Mikko: Yeah! 
 
Victoria: So does that mean that the network you have is of importance to thought leadership? 
 
Mikko: Yeah… in a way. It might not be our direct network, but it is about how your message is 
spreading across the network.  
 
Victoria: Can you elaborate? 
 
Mikko: Like, if you are publishing a book about artificial intelligence, your readers are not in your 
network. It is unidirectional: they know you, but you don’t know them. In a way, we are living in a 
more and more digital and connected and networked world, it is somehow slowly changing but … 
but it still creates some strange situations when people know you, but you don’t know them, and 
the others expect the relation to be bidirectional.  
 
Victoria: So is thought leadership something more than a dialogue? 
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Mikko: Is it more, or is it less? I don’t know…  
 
Victoria: But does it have an impact on it? 
 
Mikko: Maybe because there is this social aspect and it something that just … “give and not take”... 
it might exactly be based on that it is not only a dialogue. There is also the aspect of monologue, 
because your message is being received by people you don’t know personally. For example, I have 
never met Avinash Kaushik, I have read his book and probably every blogpost he has ever written. 
 
Victoria: Wow! 
 
Mikko: And he obviously is recognized by me as a thought leader, and I commented a couple of 
times his blog, but still it is not about dialogue. It is about him publishing great content, either in 
print or online or in conferences. 
 
Victoria: I am still trying to figure out… because the way you describe thought leadership remind me 
a lot about content marketing. 
 
Mikko: Yeah… 
 
Victoria: And obviously the agenda is different because the intention is different. 
 
Mikko: Yes. 
 
Victoria: But i don’t see much of a difference besides than that. Do you?  
 
Mikko: I am trying to move my thought to a more traditional world of research and books. Because 
we have now been discussing thought leadership more or less in a business context… 
 
Victoria: Yeah… 
 
Mikko: But of course there are thought leaders in other fields, like research… there, researchers are 
probably doing any kind of marketing or most of them consider their conference talks as a way of 
marketing.  
 
Victoria: But I mean I am trying to understand the concept of thought leadership in the B2B context, 
so it would make sense that we talk about it in that context. 
 
Mikko: Yeah that's true. 
 
Victoria:  But even in the B2B context, how important is the aspect of research, in that case? 
 
Mikko: I wish it would be important (laughs). 
 
Victoria: Because of the research itself… or? 
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Mikko: Because it helps you to create something new - novel - to combine ideas in a new way. Of 
course research in a business context is usually something completely different from the university 
context, because even if you are doing research and development, it is more oriented towards 
business results instead of doing basic research. 
 
Victoria: Well that depends though…  
 
Mikko: Yeah but mostly. 
 
Victoria: I think we have actually touched upon all the aspects that I have found during my research. 
But before I come back to the original question from the beginning, do you want to add anything 
we might not have touched upon? 
 
Mikko: Not at the moment, but i am sure by the end of next week i will have thought about 
something. 
 
Victoria: Well in that case feel free to share (laughs) 
 
Mikko: Yeah I will send you a message! 
 
Victoria: Now if I were to ask you to define thought leadership, and explain it to me in your own 
words and what it means to you, could you do that please? 
 
Mikko: For me thought leadership is something that is born in connection with a community, in 
connection with other people, with your audience, with some kind of community. And it is based 
on what you think and publish, and what you are talking about in public. I think those are probably 
the most important aspects. Then not everything can help you to become a thought leader, because 
for me it is always important that what you are talking about must be (a.) useful (b.) it helps if you 
are also inspirational, but for me being inspirational is not enough. What else did we talk about…? 
Yes and that is also connected with the teaching aspect we were talking about.  But one of the most 
important issues we had was about this connection between content marketing, social marketing, 
social sales and thought leadership, because they obviously are connected concepts… or not 
concepts, but they are connected phenomena. And the same action people are taking might be 
understood in these different contexts by different people. For example, if you are publishing a lot 
of content on social media it might be understood by other as social selling, or social marketing, or 
inspirational content, or whatever. Because whenever we publish something, we are losing the 
control of our content, regardless of what we aim at, the end result can be something else.  
 
Victoria: Alright… if you are happy with this description then this closes our interview. Thank you so 
much for taking part in this interview. 
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Interview 8 – Rasmus Harsaae 
 
Victoria: So this interview as no takes place as part of my master thesis research and he's 
about thought leadership. So the idea behind this is that I will be conceptualizing thought 
leadership. So as to understand what it is constituted off and how you get there, etc. Etc.  
 
Rasmus: Sounds good.  
 
Victoria: There is no right or wrong, everything about your experience and your opinion. So 
the first thing is you want to be anon ymous or do you are you okay with being identified?  
 
Rasmus: I'm fine with being identified.  
 
Victoria: Okay cool and that case just for the record. Can you introduce yourself and what 
you do professionally? 
 
Rasmus: Yes, my name is Rasmus Harsaae and I work as a digital advisor, and I study. Do 
you want that?  
 
Victoria: Yeah, sure.  
 
Rasmus: Okay, because I and I study I study a master's at CBS in international business. 
In my work, I work with digital marketing and on day-to-day specifically with machine learning 
and data science.  
 
Victoria: Sounds good. All right, so we'll really get right into the middle of it from the 
beginning: if you had to describe thought leadership, give me like your own definition. How 
would you explain thought leadership to me?  
 
Rasmus: Just a concept or as like a company?  
 
Victoria: Anything you want … both is good.  
 
Rasmus: So the way I would describe thought leadership is being ahead of the curve when 
it comes to a particular concept or train of thought if that makes sense. So you are in this 
case you could be for example sustainability being ahead of the curve on a specific way of 
doing something, could be a form of thought leadership. It could also be a certain way of… 
It could be something that you do but it can also be something that you believe in or a belief. 
So you could be a thought leader within work-life balance and a particular belief to that or 
something similar.  
 
Victoria: Okay, and as a company, how would you describe a company as a thought leader 
then? 
 
Rasmus: As a company I would describe it as something that you, either actively do or you're 
trying to do so, it's more of a… it's more of a branding type of exercise when it comes to that 
kind of stuff. Yeah, because thought leadership has of course the value that it has to the 
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individuals who are doing it, but it also has the additional value to a company that it positions 
them in a certain way or gets them perceived in a certain way compared to their competitors.  
 
Victoria: Okay. So is that something that you use in your daily professional life, thought 
leadership? As in you looking for Thought leaders and not you being a thought leader.   
 
Rasmus: I don't know professionally … I think it's a mix. I know that personally, when I'm 
looking for like clothing or whatever, then I look into brands that are thought leaders and that 
matters to me. When I do it in my day-to-day or my working… at work, some aspects I do 
care about thought leadership and look for companies or people that are particularly ahead 
of the curve, but for some things it doesn't matter if it's a more day-to-day type of task. It 
doesn't matter to me if it's a thought leader telling me how to do it or explain, or having a 
guide on how to do it, or if it's a regular person or a regular known thought leader company 
or… 
 
Victoria: okay, so if you were to actually look for a Thought leader or like this entity how is 
the process? How would you describe the process?  
 
Rasmus: When I look first, I have a I have a problem or an issue that I need to solve. So it's 
very first thing is what is it that I need to fix? After that, I do a bunch of research. So just 
skim a bunch of different websites or companies or whatever it might be for some indication, 
or some kind of indicatory information… What ha this person done? What does this company 
stand for? and so on so forth … a couple of times until identify something that either matches 
my needs or if none of them really match my needs then I pick the one that is best if it make 
sense… more sense to me. (04:36) So a lot of it has to do with research but also what it 
says on, for example companies own page, what media says about the company. I try to 
avoid social media and LinkedIn, because I feel like… it's not as tangible the information 
you get there. It can be a very good indicator of whether that company… of whether it's 
worth checking out that company, but I find that it's not very good at actually telling you or 
making it clear that this is correct or that what they're doing has values.  
 
Victoria: Okay. Why so? 
 
Rasmus: If you take LinkedIn, for example, you can see some people who Pride themselves 
on being thought leaders about something but they don't have to actually have anything to 
back that up. They just make a statement put their name behind it and then that's enough 
for some. And I find that when it's being put on… if for example a magazine or newspaper 
article backs that up and says, you know, this person has done this type of research or if 
you can look into that person find that, then it gives him credibility again, but if you can't then 
I find that it loses all value. So if you have for example someone who really likes the 
company, so say for example, I really like Nike ,and I go out and write on my social media 
how they are thought leaders within this and that. That doesn't actually mean anything 
because they're not doing that themselves. It's my opinion on that. That's why I don't look at 
social media… (thinking) 
  
Victoria: Third party proof. Is that what you're looking for?  
 
Rasmus: Yeah… 
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Victoria: Okay. So what type of third party would you look into beside social media?  
 
Rasmus: In an optimal world that be some actual published research so that there be some 
very hard concrete evidence behind it and even better is if there's some counter research if 
I make sense? so both of those researches proving what they are saying, but also some 
research that goes along and tries to prove the opposite. If there's just one-sided research, 
it's really hard to actually find out… Sometimes I'd actually I find talking to people, if I'm not 
using newspapers or media, just general discussion with either colleagues or friends, or 
other people that I respect, can help me figure out whether or not I want to trust them, and 
then I'm more willing to let down my guard. 
 
Victoria: Okay, so all this, like this third-party proof, that is based on your trust to them? Is 
that how you value the trust? 
 
Rasmus: Yeah… 
 
Victoria: Is there anything else like that makes you trust someone online then? 
 
Rasmus: No, I feel like if it is if I'm trusting them it's based on numbers and research. If I'm 
trusting them based on because I trust someone else and they say it, then that's more that 
relationship that matters to me between me and whoever recommended it or said “Hey 
check this person” or “hey would check this company out” or “these people thought leading 
within this”.  
 
Victoria: Okay. What is the value of thought leadership for you? 
 
Rasmus: How do you mean? 
 
Victoria: Like, what do you get from thought leadership? From companies being thought 
leaders?  
 
Rasmus: What I like to think that I get as an individual, is that you get a new approach or a 
new way of doing something that may have been done a million times before. So that's what 
I get out of it personally, is maybe inspired to look at a problem with a different solution or 
take a different angle at it if that makes sense? 
 
Victoria: Yeah… So are they supposed to teach you then, what you want to know?  
 
Rasmus: I don't think they're supposed to teach you. They can do. You can be a thought 
leader and say this like… “I believe this” and “you get to this by doing this” type of thing but 
I feel like it's a lot more about inspiring others to take… to do something similar to what 
they're doing but in your own way. If it's a company being a thought leader in sustainable 
packaging, what might work for them won’t work for someone else. Same goes for 
individuals.  
 
Victoria: Yeah. All right. Are there any examples of thought leaders that… companies or 
people… that you follow that we can talk about?   
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Rasmus: I feel like one example that I have is Puma’s approach the green accounting. 
They're really far ahead of what seems to be the normal curve when it comes to Green 
accounting. I don't feel like they get that much value out of it because they're not very good 
because green accounting doesn't really relate to them as a brand. They are really good at 
doing it, but they don't get much out of it because they can't slap on a badge and say “these 
products are accounted for in this green way or something”. But individuals.. I don't know. I 
don't follow any individuals necessarily who are really…  
 
Victoria: Or someone that you believe is a thought leader?  
 
Rasmus: Yeah, I think you could definitely take a look at Henrik (Stenmann), for example, 
who is the CEO of the company that I work for and I think he is definitely a thought leader 
when it comes to work-life balance and that kind of stuff. But I feel like… when looking at 
him… when knowing him so personally is very hard to… you don't have that same in my 
opinion when you're looking at a thought leader you are almost looking up to him if that 
makes sense? (10:12) 
 
Victoria: Yeah.  
 
Rasmus: But when you work with them everyday, it's very normal and it doesn't become as 
much of a thought leader process. But what I think is very interesting with him as an example 
is, just a constant flow, and just a constant making sure that people are aware that this is 
what, in this case the company ,is doing, with a four-day work week, which is being 
rebranded into Nordic life.  
 
Victoria: Oh nice!  
 
Rasmus: It’s supposed now to be more about work-life balance and that kind of stuff, rather 
than just four-day work week. 
 
Victoria: That's nice. That's cool to hear. So how about the company? What do you think the 
companies get out of being thought leaders or recognized as thought leaders?  
 
Rasmus: I think companies get two things out of being thought leaders? You can categorize 
them into two things: you get the actual thing that you're doing. So whatever you are a 
thought leader in,  you get the value out of being better at… if we take IIH as an example... 
at work life balance. You get that in the company and the people within that are supposed 
to get that as well. But then you have the other one, which is The Branding. So doing… 
being a thought leader and not telling anyone, you can still be a thought leader, but it won't 
have that second impact of actually having value for the brand. So, in this case with the four-
day work week, it doesn't have the added value that we can charge more for the products. 
We can’t charge more for services, but what it does do is it supposedly helps employ people. 
So people are more willing to approach IIH and are willing to accept maybe a lower wage 
because they have a day off, or they're more inclined to stay there because the work-life 
balance suits them better. And if you take a more tangible example you could say for 
example Carlsberg with their new glue on six packs - I don't quite agree that it does radical 
changes and it's good for the environment - but I definitely think that that has some value 
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and I know for sure that people have gone out and bought those six packs not with the 
intention to drink them, but literally just to open them or pull the beers apart from each other 
and that has not has a value and  I could imagine that there's maybe even some 
transportation/shipping cost  that you can save, apart from just the perception and people 
might even be willing to pay a bit more, maybe a Kroner more just because the packaging 
is  different now compared to the rest of the market.  
 
Victoria: All right, it seems like you're going a lot about Innovation. I mean, I feel like a four-
day work week is rather innovative as well as the new packaging. Is that something that has 
to be in place for someone to be a thought leader - this innovation part?  
 
Rasmus: If we define innovation as “it has to be new and it has to have value for the 
company”. if it doesn't create value for the company it’s just a new idea and it can still be a 
good new idea, even if it doesn't make more money. I don't I feel like a lot of thought leaders 
are innovative and I feel like a lot of companies who are thought leaders are innovative, but 
you don't necessarily have to create a tangible value for the company to be a thought leader. 
You can you can just be really good with ideas and have a lot of good ideas. But good ideas 
tend to make money. 
 
Victoria: So you're saying that it doesn't necessarily have to bring money to the company to 
be thought leader? Do I understand that correctly?  
 
Rasmus: Yeah more or less.  
 
Victoria: So, what does it bring then? Isn't like the ultimate goal to actually gain money and 
continue growing? 
 
Rasmus: That's one value… but it could also be for example, if we believe that Carlsberg’s 
new glue is that much more eco-friendly then it might not bring any more money, but it saves 
certain amount of tons of plastic for the environment and it's good for the environment in 
that case. The four-day Work Week doesn't necessarily get IIH more money, but it does 
make it easier to employ people, which I guess if you could say the wages that you subtract 
and so on makes, is a form of making money… but doesn't necessarily have to make money, 
it can have other impacts. A thought leader could be, you know, a dentist who chooses to 
clean the patient's teeth in a different way than everyone else and that way the patient's get 
out faster. That in the end would have a dollar value but it also has the value to the patient 
if they have to spend less time.  
 
Victoria: Yeah, actually, I'd like to get back to something that you mentioned before this 
“telling”. Telling the world about the 4-day work week, or about the new cans that are 
packaged in a different way…How important is this part of telling, of sharing, to thought 
leadership?  
 
Rasmus: I think it's at least 50% of it. I'd say that if you are thought leader with the intention 
of making money from being a thought leader - so you want an economic return - then it 
becomes an exercise in branding. You are a thought leader, you're doing this, you brand 
yourself on doing this, and then it's critical. The communication, the telling part, might even 
be more important than the actual idea of the thing that makes them a thought leader. If 
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you're looking at saving the planet for example, reducing CO2, then it has (15:45) the value 
that you and your company, or you and the people who you talk to are doing what you say 
you do. But then you could make that so much more impactful by telling, so even if it's not 
Dollar/Kroner amount, it's still super important to tell because otherwise you limit the impact. 
And if it's a Kroner impact or if it's a societal impact, it's so important to tell and to 
communicate that you are that. 
 
Victoria: Yeah. So does the company then only see the value If the product stand also 
behind that ideological/political idea they stand behind?   
 
Rasmus: So for example, you could have a cigarette company that really cares about human 
rights, but because their cigarette company does that, then remove the whole value out of 
caring about that? I think it's very difficult to be a thought leader and have products which 
are generally perceived as negative or harmful. Carlsberg is an interesting example because 
we generally agree that alcohol is bad - we agree medically not a good idea - but socially 
we think great idea because it's fun to drink alcohol and you can taste good. So that's an 
interesting case. I believe in their case you could be but it's a lot harder for products which 
are less ethical, to be able to be thought leaders. 
 
Victoria: We are not necessarily talking about products that are not ethical. I mean even a 
car can, for example like Tesla, be seen as being very innovative and as a thought leader 
in the in their industry because they're the most forward when it comes to electric cars. This 
is not an unethical product. They're trying to do so much more and to be better for the planet. 
Here in this example you see that the product stands behinds that idea. What if the company 
stands behind this goal, but their products are just non-related. 
 
Rasmus: So could you could be 3M new British paper. Your products are kind of boring. 
They don't really have a message in themselves. I still think you can be a thought leader 
even with the completely neutral products that don't necessarily mean anything, because I 
feel that if the goal, or if your thought leadership is of societal impact, it's a lot easier because, 
then maybe as a company you're trying to do more for the greater good. So even if you're 
producing boring products and they don't in and of themselves stand for something or, you 
know, relate to this cause you can still do that. Whereas I would have a very hard time seeing 
a profit return in being a thought leader on the production paper for example. Then I feel like 
it's more difficult to achieve something. 
 
Victoria: Do you feel that the consumers would go to 3M in that case? Because they are 
standing behind this idea, this societal or political idea. Does that have an impact? 
 
Rasmus: I think for me personally, I think that does, but it has an impact in two ways. For 
example, I'm a huge fan of Nike and Nike products. Recently and before Nike has been 
called out for extremely unethical treatment of both their first year supplier - so the suppliers 
in for example Asia - but now also their Corporate Offices have apparently a terrible culture, 
especially towards women and homosexuals. But even then, they're supposed to be thought 
leaders within the athletic field and having the athletes that are the best. And in that case, 
I'm still a huge Nike fan for whatever reason. I believe that the performance in their idea of 
that appeals to me, even though the other stuff, I really despise. Whereas for example 
Adidas has been doing really well recently: is creating shoes out of ocean plastic and 
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whatever, but for whatever reason I still don't care about their products. I'm not going to go 
out and buy Adidas shoes. So there's that weird thing where there's a company that has the 
leadership but also has terrible ethics and whatnot inside it, but I as a consumer don't care. 
Whereas there's another company which is doing great with in all those fields but has 
uninteresting products and I'm not about to switch over just because of that.  
 
Victoria: Okay 
 
Rasmus: So that's a weird kind of thing… 
 
Victoria: It is quite a weird mix, but it gets me actually pretty well to like the transparency. 
How important is transparency in a thought leader? 
 
Rasmus: I feel like as a thought leader its extreme… It's a double-edged sword is that makes 
sense? Because it can really do good for the company and get you get you into positions in 
the market which you couldn't otherwise, or as an individual get you into branding yourself 
in a way you can otherwise, but if for whatever reason it turns out that say you are a thought 
leader within employing LGBT community members, but it turns out 10 years ago you were 
actively firing them more, or going after them, that can bite you in the ass. And then even 
though now you're doing what you can, the impact of what you've done before can ruin that 
message entirely. So it's extremely important to be transparent because if, the skeletons 
come out of the closet because a journalist has gone digging and found out “Hey, actually 
you guys were terrible these people ten years ago” versus you yourself come out and say 
“we realized we had this issue 10 years ago, and we've been working on it now and now 
we're at this point and we're going to keep working”. 
 
Victoria: Okay… 
 
Rasmus: So I'd say it's critical because otherwise it'll come back and bite you. 
 
Victoria: That's fair enough. I feel like right now the way that you described thought 
leadership is a lot about this ideology of the firm and what they stand for etcetera. How about 
knowledge? Like how about what you can learn from those companies? How do you see 
this relevant towards that leadership?  And I mean, for example, I don't know if you know 
him - Marcus Sheridan – he is a thought leader in content marketing and he teaches the 
World about it - to be better, to themselves become thought leaders - how important is 
something like this teaching aspect from a company? 
 
Rasmus: I think it's less important for a company that it is for an individual.  
 
Victoria: Okay  
 
Rasmus: And I feel that for an individual it has, like your Marcus Sheridan, in this case, it 
has extreme value to him and promotes him even further as a thought Leader by saying 
“hey, you guys should all go out and be thought leaders”. So that improves his personal 
branding a lot. Whereas for a company you can do that, but some people just don't care. 
They are not going to be interested in that. They're not going to gain extra value out of that. 
If that makes sense? 
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Victoria: Yeah, I see your point. But then who's the thought leader is it the company? Is it 
the people in the company? Is it a mix of both? How do you pinpoint it? 
 
Rasmus: I think I split it up into two. So I have the personal and individual - and we'll just 
take IIH as an example - and in this case our CEO is a thought leader when it comes to work 
life balance and all that kind of stuff. But then we also have the company and the company 
for us to do the four-day work week, everyone internally has to be aligned and it's the same 
with other thought leading companies . If that don't leadership of either and the individual 
leader or what the company as a whole is doing isn't backed up by everyone in the company, 
then it doesn't matter. So I see when a company is a thought leader all the employees kind 
of have to be mini thought leaders of their own they will have to agree with that for that whole 
statement to make sense because in this case, Henrick’s personal branding and thought 
leadership is very much based on the company. if that hadn't been behind him, he could say 
all that he wants about a four-day work week and that kind of stuff but it's not going to have 
any value. And a lot of the management team from IIH support that decision and his partner 
Steen who also found the company, he doesn't go and do thought leadership on work-life 
balance, but he's also a huge part of it, because of course, they both created the company 
together. So even though you could credit him for fifty percent, he chooses not to go out and 
be that, and Henry couldn't do that without the company behind him. 
 
Victoria: This quite interesting that you mention Steen though, because Steen Rasmussen 
for the record, is actually considered a thought leader in analytics. And that is what the 
company actually does to a great extent because it's an analytics-based marketing agency. 
So who is the thought leader here? What is the thought leadership of IIH then? 
 
Rasmus: The thought leader the thought leadership of IIH in my opinion has two tracks, but 
the one that weighs most currently is the four-day work week and the work-life balance. 
Then there's the other track which is the analytics which is Steen and the analytics team 
and being thought leaders within developing the best solutions for analytics. So the second 
one is a lot less, in our case, it's a lot less tangible because we don't make enough noise 
about it. People know Steen, he has his personal brand and he has his personal evangelist 
thought leader position, that then also- because he's part of the team - becomes part of IIH.  
 
Victoria: So do you agree with the fact that the company gains by individual thought 
leadership of its employees? 
 
Rasmus: I think it can go both ways. You can bring a thought leader into a company and 
that company then becomes a thought leader within that field, but you can also have 
companies or people who become thought leaders based on the company they've been in, 
if that makes sense? So it's kind of a little more circular.  
 
Victoria: Okay. So how about that? How does one person become a thought leader?  
 
Rasmus: I think an individual becomes a thought leader when they really care about 
something, or are really talented in something. Usually people who really care about 
something also happened to be really talented at what they do, but it's not necessarily the 
same thing, and once you become so invested and so interested in whatever it is you're 
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doing, and you're so convinced that you're correct or you have a smarter way of doing it, 
and you're willing to put the hours in communicating it and saying it over and over again until 
people start either following you or believing. 
 
Victoria: Yeah. Okay. 
 
Rasmus: So I feel like it's the people with the passion and dedication to be willing to go 
through the many steps of just repeating yourself and saying your idea again and again to 
a room full of empty people until eventually some people start showing up and it catches on 
and it builds. 
 
Victoria: So do these people need to be experts them?   
 
Rasmus: I feel they definitely don't, or I feel like they should be experts, but they're more 
than often not. And I don't necessarily believe that the best thought leaders are experts. You 
can have some people who are extreme thought leaders, and this might be a weird example, 
but there's the fifteen-year-old I believe she's Icelandic… 
 
Victoria: Yes, that small girl who talks about climate change.  
 
Rasmus: She's probably not an expert. Now I don't know her, but she is probably not an 
expert in in climate change purely based on age. She could be a child prodigy. Who knows? 
But she is and she's very much a thought leader when it comes to that kind of stuff because 
she's pushing so many other people who are experts to do better. So she's a case of you 
don't have to be an expert to be a thought leader.  
 
Victoria: But do you have to be an authority them in some way? She has some authority…  
 
Rasmus: She definitely has some authority…  
 
Victoria: How come she has Authority? What is it that gives her that authority?  
 
Rasmus: I think what gives her that authority is the popularity of a 15 year-old standing in 
front of what was it the FN or UN and telling a whole bunch of global leaders to get their shit 
together. 
 
Victoria: That was amazing. 
 
Rasmus: I think that gains a lot of respect from people and a lot of people put their vote in 
her and say “I believe what she stands for” but before she went into that, she probably wasn't 
an authority. So I feel like you definitely gain authority when you when you are a thought 
leader - once you've established yourself as a thought leader - you have some authority but 
you don't necessarily have to start with it. But you do have to gain it or acquired it in some 
way.  
 
Victoria: Okay, it feels like you're saying that you trusts her a lot?  
 
Rasmus: I actually personally don't like her.  
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Victoria: No?  
 
Rasmus: No, I think that she's very correct, but...  I feel like the message is more important 
- or the idea behind what she's saying - is more important than what she's saying. So she 
she's putting out a lot of details on different aspects of the environment but what impacts 
me is just “be better towards the environment”.  
 
Victoria: Yeah.  
 
Rasmus: Like I don't necessarily agree with the words coming out of her mouth, or trust that 
what she's saying is accurate, but I do agree with the fundamental idea that “be better to the 
environment”, “waste less”, “be more efficient”. We can’t continue consume in the way we're 
consuming now. 
 
Victoria: So you believe in her vision? 
 
Rasmus: Yeah, I guess if we say that the underlying tones of what she's saying is her vision. 
then yeah, absolutely. Even though I don't necessarily agree with the fact she states or trust 
her more than anyone else. To me it could be any 15-year-old who's doing that. Not just, I 
think she's Greta, it could be anyone. It could have been an Andrea or an Astrid or whatever, 
but you know she does have my respect as a visionary, I guess in that sense.  
 
Victoria: Okay. So how important is actually the vision of a company in then being a thought 
leader? 
 
Rasmus: I think it's… I think they go hand in hand very much. I think it's very hard to be a 
thought leader within something that, especially if it's a societal impact… if you're a thought 
leader within supply chain logistics and your vision is “we want to be in 20 years the best at 
supply chain Logistics”, then that makes sense to shave of a kroner or so; but if you're trying 
to make a societal impact, then the vision of the company has to very much be aligned with 
where your thought leadership is going or what your thought leaders believe.  
 
Victoria: Yeah, so I'm actually trying to get more in detail as well into this concept of the 
employees being part of the thought leadership. Anything you want to tell me about this? 
like how you see employee empowerment being part of thought leadership. 
 
Rasmus: Employee empowerment being that you have to empower your employees to be 
allowed to be thought leaders or?  
 
Victoria: Yes, that's what I mean.  
 
Rasmus: Okay, I think… it's important just generally that companies allow their employees 
to be very free and you know, within reason, to do what they like to do. But I feel like thought 
leaders are going to become that whether or not… If someone tells them not to, they're 
going to try even harder to do what they're doing. So I think it's really important for companies 
to empower their employees to do what they're passionate about, but I don't feel that that 
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might not create more thought leaders, if that makes sense? Because I feel like those who 
are going to become that regardless, make sure that they become that regardless. 
 
Victoria: Well not necessarily… I was talking to someone else yesterday and he works at a 
company that is a thought leader in the wind power industry. But no one in the company is 
allowed to be a thought leader, in the way that they're allowed to communicate and like 
share their knowledge with the world. They're absolutely not allowed to do that. And this 
could be a risk for the company later on so...  So, what’s your take on the importance of 
letting your employees be empowered, and through that empower the company? 
 
Rasmus: I think that the there's an interesting divide there, because I feel like, if as a 
company as a whole you are thought leader - like the entire company is not just a single 
person or whatever- if as a coal you represent… you are a thought leader within something, 
it could be quite damaging for that company if someone takes that upon themselves and 
says “I am the thought leader within this”. If that individual then becomes the embodiment 
of that thought leadership and say they choose to switch company. Is the original company 
that still a thought leader? Do they even still do - I assume they're still doing what they said 
they were doing - but are they still perceived as that? or if that person were to hop into a 
competitor would they then be considered a thought leader within that same thing? And 
would you be able to have two at the same time? And I think that in that sense I can see 
why it could protect the company and why that company would choose to do so, but I feel 
like if you can't go around sharing confidential and patented and that kind of stuff information, 
but you should definitely be allowed to express yourself and your values, and if those values 
are reflected in where you work – great - if they're not, then maybe you can make enough 
noise so that it becomes that way in the future. So I find it very important that companies 
empower their employees to be able to do and express themselves freely.  
 
Victoria: I'm still trying to pinpoint what you mean by thought leadership of the company. 
Like, exactly what, or who is the thought leader, because the company can be five people 
as it can be 5,000 people. So how do you pinpoint this?   
 
Rasmus: I feel like thought leadership of a company is very much like branding… like a 
traditional running exercise. So if a brand wants to be recognized as the best … sportswear 
where for example, and they spend a lot of money on marketing campaigns and make sure 
that people perceive them as the best and if there's a measure for it they try to be number 
one on that constantly. I feel like thought leadership of a company is a very similar type of 
deal where a company will become a thought leader within something, but then they have 
to make sure to maintain it and grow that.  So it's kind of like an additional brand to the brand 
if that makes sense?  
 
Victoria: Yeah. 
  
Rasmus: so if you have the company and you have their branding and the more traditional 
strategy, and then you have - if they are thought leaders - I would line it up as a second one 
and saying this is almost like a second brand or like a second catchphrase or second thing 
that you want to be known for. And I feel like to establish that, everyone in the company has 
to be on board in the same way that you can't have employees go out and say - if your 
company is branded as the best in sportswear - “oh actually we’re the worst”. That ruins the 
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brand image entirely and it's the same thing with thought leadership, so if you are a thought 
leader within, people in your company have to believe it and they have to be part of it and 
they have to grow that, and develop that thought into whatever it may become in the future. 
If you don't have that, then it stops halfway. And then eventually you will no longer be a 
thought leader within that, because if you employees aren't doing it, then what's the point? 
And I think the difference between a small company of five and a massive company of like 
5,000 and 50,000 is that you could have a division or group be a thought leader within a big 
company. So you can have, say for example marketing division - let's take Volvo for example 
- I really like their marketing campaigns and I feel like they are ahead of the curve, especially 
when it comes to other car manufacturers within marketing. So I would say that their 
marketing department could be considered thought leaders within social media, but that 
doesn't mean that the entire Volvo is. I don't think the production factory gives it gives a rat's 
ass about being great at marketing. They just want to put the cars together. So in that case 
it becomes a specific division that are thought leaders.  
 
Victoria: It does sound to me that you're saying that thought leadership is a marketing 
strategy? 
 
Rasmus: I think that there's a very strong part of being a thought leader which is marketing 
and I feel like again that goes back to my opinion that 50% of thought leadership is 
communicating and telling. And communicating and telling is a traditional marketing thing. 
So I feel like they go very much hand in hand. And that's again also to going back to the 
value: you can be a thought leader, but if you don't communicate it with anyone, it stops 
there. It has value to the to the people that are impacted by it.  But it doesn't generate more 
and that's why I think it's not a branding… I don't think it's a marketing exercise or I don't 
think that companies should go out with the intent on saying “we are thought leaders within 
this tomorrow”. I feel like it has to be a lot more organic than that, because you could go out 
and say “We are thought leaders in this” or “we want to become thought leaders in this”, but 
then you actually have to put action behind it and make sure that you do that you can't just 
say it and then market it, and then you're good to go. Then you have that second kind of 
branding thing: you have to do a lot more than that to become and maintain thought 
leadership in my opinion.  
 
Victoria: Since communication is half of thought leadership in your opinion. What is it that 
you actually communicate besides being a thought leader in having the proof that you're 
doing it. What is it? Concretely.  
 
Rasmus: What I would say is the impact that is has. So for example, although I don't agree 
again with Carlsberg’s new packaging… I don't think that they're saving the planet by 
changing the plastic to glue in terms of CO2. They are definitely reducing plastic waste and 
that's also what they're communicating. So they're saying “we're innovative when it comes 
to packaging and our beer packaging Solutions, and here's the impact: Here's the X 
thousand tons of plastic we save every year” and I feel like that's super important in the 
communication. In IIH’s case what they put out a lot is this the sickness days. So that's what 
we communicate a lot of: “it’s 50% less now than it was before” so there has to be some 
kind of tangible thing that you can grab onto and be like, yes that that makes sense like that. 
That's the impact.  and it's hard because for example the work-life balance… How do you 
measure work-life balance? We pick sickness but it could have been…  if you could measure 
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how many hours you were happy, it could have been that. You know, it's really fluffy and it's 
the same thing when it comes to sustainable stuff, because it's really hard to accurately 
measure and say this is the Co 2 grams that we no longer expand or whatever. You can at 
best provide an estimate for how much that is. 
 
Victoria: I like the fact that you're talking a lot about sustainability and caring for the 
environment, and obviously in our generation, we all know this is a very timely pressured 
issue. So how important is that for example for a thought leader to respond in a timely 
manner? And not just mean like for issues like that. I mean generally. 
 
Rasmus: I feel like it's a lot easier to be a to be branded as a thought leader within stuff that 
is already in focus. So as you mentioned sustainability a lot of what I've been saying is about 
sustainability, because obviously that's … I'm not saying that's hot right now, but that's a lot 
of the discussion, both from a corporate perspective, but also from a personal perspective, 
everyone cares about sustainability right now in Denmark, at least. I'm sure that there are 
other places where you care less and I'm sure there are places in Denmark where you care 
less, but it's a lot easier to be a thought leader within stuff that's already been communicated, 
because you're more likely to have people search for it and look for it and recognize you 
once you do something that could be considered thought leadership. Within something that's 
popular you get recognized a lot faster. Whereas for example the content marketer. He's 
recognized by the people who care about content marketing. That's a lot narrower of a field. 
At the same time, I'm sure that there are thought leaders within cigarette production. There's 
probably someone out there who knows how to produce them just that bit smarter, but we 
don't care, and we don't recognize him as a thought leader because that's unpopular. We 
don't … back to the whole ethical and unethical … It's not what we want to talk about. So he 
could be a thought leader, but only for within his very niche group and I feel like you can be 
a thought leader for niche group. As long as you have people who listen to you, then you 
couldn't do be a thought leader. 
 
Victoria: Seems like you're like very much describing thought leadership is being based on 
ideas that are political and like societal. How about something more technical? When you're 
trying to solve a problem and you know that this company can help you with that and they 
have the content and the people and they are actually recognized as being thought leaders. 
How about these thought leaders? Like how do you define these?  
 
Rasmus: I think I think that’s a lot more specific a lot more niche. You can definitely be a 
thought leader within that and in my opinion you can be a thought leader within very many 
different levels and basically anything that people actually care about, or need a solution to, 
or do in their day-to-day or their professional life you can be a thought leader on. So I 
absolutely believe that as a company you could be a thought leader in a B2B segment by 
saying for example “we’re the best at sap solution” for example. But “we're the best at it not 
because “we're the best at sap architecture” or whatever, but “we come in with a different 
more creative mindset” or “we have multiple backgrounds, which means that we'll be better 
at solving really complex and weird problems”. And I definitely think you can be a thought 
leader within that kind of group and that kind of problem solving, in that case, or B2B kind 
of function.  
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Victoria: So in that case, I think we're talking about thought leaders that are industry-specific. 
What kind of knowledge do you believe these companies need to share so that we 
understand them and perceive them as being thought leaders in their industry?  
 
Rasmus: I think that a lot of that is this case work. a lot of that is - again back to the 
communication part -is making sure that people understand in this case your process. So 
you document it, you say “here's a traditional process of sap solution” and “here's the way 
we do it” and then you highlight the differences. You have to be able to explain those 
differences without giving away how they do it because if someone else could latch on and 
do that exact same process. You can still be a thought leader. But then all of a sudden 
there's a bunch of other people out there doing the same things. It's less impactful. So a lot 
of that is - going back to the tangible results – and “we do this and this is how this has an 
impact on X, or had an impact for X” in the B2B case. 
 
Victoria: Yeah, so what would need to be part of this content so that you actually tryst what 
they say? Because everyone can say “I'm a thought leader”. What is it that you need to trust 
that statement?  
 
Rasmus: I think what would make me trust those statement, like those types of statements 
more is the fact that it has been done multiple times. I feel like you're absolutely right, a 
company could go out and write tomorrow and say “oh we were so good at this”. It had a 
million percent impact on ROI and blah blah and you could be like sensible numbers of 
ROI… whatever… believable stuff, but it could be entirely fabricated. But I feel like once you 
have enough of them and you actually talk to whoever it is they solved that solution for, and 
they say “actually yes, you know, they're not just pulling these numbers out of a hat. This 
actually did have this impact for us.” So there's kind of a bit of a loop. So once you create 
that case in this case the person or the people that case revolves around also have to go in 
and say “yep, this has our stamp of approval”. So if nothing else, you know, at least that 
there's two groups of liars instead of one… that helps a little bit, but if you get you know, one 
case of two groups of liars, and then you build that up and up and up, eventually it'll form a 
pretty telling picture how it actually is. 
 
Victoria: So it's like it sounds a bit to me that you're talking about social selling? 
 
Rasmus: You could brand you could put it in the social selling bucket for sure.  Yeah, I mean 
that's why trustpilot that kind of stuff works so well, because knowing that someone else has 
had to go out and say, yep, that's true or no that's not true. Yeah, just a little barrier helps…  
 
Victoria: So perception of trust and thought leadership. Is it as important as the thought 
leadership itself would you say?  Perception of it. I mean. 
 
Rasmus: I think it's if you can be a thought leader, but if no one believes what you're saying, 
they have no trust in you, it won't have the impact that you want it to have. And then in theory 
you could even go worse. You could put yourself out there as “this” and if no one believes 
you they might actually be more upset and more inclined to either go out of their way not to 
use whatever you do or you know, whatever somehow handicap whatever it is you do 
because they trust you so little or believe in you so little. 
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Victoria: Okay. I'd like to talk about networks for a second here since you're talking about 
the fact that it needs to be seen by a majority to be also understood as being thought 
leadership and to be trusted, how important in that case are social network sites such as 
LinkedIn for example, because we're talking professionally here. I know you don't like 
LinkedIn -  you said it before - but how important do you still believe it to be?  
 
Rasmus: I think it is… basically regardless of whether it's LinkedIn Twitter, slack, whatever 
it is you choose to communicate with… and I think it's critical. Because you have to… 
everyone starts out… I believe that every thought leader starts out with a core group, like 
some people that believe that whatever he or she is saying is true and they recognized that 
in the agree with that and then it has to grow. So I find networks critical, whether it has to be 
on an online platform or not. It's a lot easier if it is, but you could also in theory spread 
through face-to-face word of mouth type of stuff.  
 
Victoria: Okay, I think I have asked most of my questions. So is there anything that you 
believe we might not have talked about when you think about thought leadership? You're 
free to be as creative as you want to me anything. 
 
Rasmus: Give me 15 seconds.  We talked about a lot… Maybe the only thing we didn't touch 
upon was should there be thought leaders? Do they have a do they have a place? Do they 
belong? And usually in a lot of cases, I'm very much against idolizing people and putting 
them up on pedestals, whether people companies or whoever or whatever it might be. For 
example, I really don't like the idea that people find either Elon Musk or Jeff Bezos has like 
these gods and innovators and thought leaders, and all that kind of stuff, but I actually do 
think that thought leadership is I think that they should be there because of people like the 
15 year old Gretta. Because that kind of stuff can have such a large impact on society as a 
whole and that's taking a very big way up again. But I also believe that that yeah, they do 
have a place. And I feel like, it'll become a thing where companies put themselves as thought 
leaders of specific places, like they're going to actively try and figure out what a we thought 
leaders in, and if we aren't thought leaders in anything, what could we be thought leaders in 
and create that kind of story and that perception. 
 
Victoria: So becoming niche thought leaders in some way.  
 
Rasmus: Yeah. Absolutely. I mean if you're an extremely ordinary company, but you happen 
to be really good at this one thing and it could be paper waste management for example at 
your office. You just happen to be really good at recycling. That could be a tiny niche that 
only very few people will care about but you could be a thought leader within it. I don't think 
that there's a there's a niche too small, in that sense, as long as there's you and someone 
else one, one of you two could be considered a thought leader. Obviously it has a lot more 
impact when more people believe it…  
 
Victoria: I'm going to go back to my first question…  
 
Rasmus: Sure.  
 
Victoria: Now that we've talked about it and I guess it has been like also a thought process 
for you to come to where we are now. Try again to define thought leadership to me, and you 
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can give me as many synonyms as you want. That is actually also like when I'm asking you 
here.   
 
Rasmus: Oh God. Okay after… I'm not… I'm going to just try to take it from… So the question 
was what is the leadership?  
 
Victoria: Yeah. Define it to me in the B2B context. 
 
Rasmus: I think thought leadership in the B2B setting is about telling, communicating to 
others that you are solving a problem or doing something over the ordinary within a certain 
field. So that you are communicating that this is how you are that much better or smarter 
than either competitors, or you're creating that much more of an impact whether it's a green 
impact or a dollar impact, whatever it might be. I think synonyms for thought leadership 
would be like, I think thought leadership and innovators is very linked. You can basically use 
them interchangeably. I guess like forerunners or front runners could also be a way of 
describing these people.  Visionaries… I'm sure that each little niche could have its own 
thought leader… like Steen is a web analytics evangelist. That's like his thought leadership 
position. I'm sure that you can use a similar little quirky word for whatever it is thought 
leadership might be. 
 
Victoria: Any other comments before I close?  
 
Rasmus: No…  
 
Victoria: okay, then just like before I close actually like if you have to conceptualize, now that 
we talked about it for an hour… if you had to visually conceptualize thought leadership. How 
would you do it? Try to give me your imaginary model of thought leadership.  
 
Rasmus: When I think thought leadership, I see very much that type of stage Podium type 
of deal. Like I think that Greta is a really great example that I see that someone stands up 
in front of a bunch of people to communicate their message. But it's not in the same way 
that for example a leader or boss would stand in front of employees or other people. It's a 
lot more about sharing your opinion with a crowd or with a bunch of people.  But you’re not 
pushing them in one way or another, you just kind of explaining this is what I believe in, and 
this is white right, or this is why we should be doing this. 
  
Victoria: But like now try to focus in more on the B2B rather than personally. 
 
Rasmus: As a company then…  what I see it as, is…  
 
Victoria: I mean if you had to put boxes to the word thought leadership in B2B, what words 
do you put in there?   
 
Rasmus: So if you make it like a matrix you’re thinking..?  
 
Victoria: Yeah sure. A matrix is good.  
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Rasmus: Sure. So if we have four boxes the bottom left which would then be “low, low” 
would be “doers” I guess, like, they just do. You don't think you don't do anything in particular. 
You just can't get it done. Then in the box, which I guess is just above them,  would be like,  
they would be…. I don't know what I want on the axes. They would be… I guess you could 
have like thinkers, innovators, something like that. They think a lot but you know, actions is 
maybe a bit less. And then you have people, so if you have thinkers, doers., then you have 
like… I guess executors? They get shit done. They get new shit done. You can tell them to 
do new things, and the top right then you'd have like the thought leader box. You can call 
them the innovators or whatever. That would be the would be the thing… and if you put it in 
B2B context, you could put different companies in different places, so you could have 
companies that you know “just do”. You have a very normal order you give it to the doers 
and bottom you have something that's a bit less usual. I might need a creative solution… 
(interviewer hands a piece of paper and pen). 
(Rasmus draws) – show image – So you have like the very plain, the very normal down 
here. So this is like… Yeah, you know it's such a simple task. You could do two million times. 
It's the same thing. Then you have the kind of strange-ish tasks that are up in the thinking 
box, because you won't need to do them many times but they kind of require a different 
approach. Then you have the executors, who maybe you have a bit of a complex task, but 
it just needs to get done. And then you have a combination of top words… You have the 
weird where you need to slightly different way of thinking to get that task done. But you also 
need it done quickly or effectively or something third. So if you were to draw it, then you’d 
have companies along these two. And this box would basically be empty.  But they would 
be a couple of dots if that makes sense. So you have like a bunch of different ones here and 
just a couple of companies 
 
Victoria: So… not many thought leaders?  
 
Rasmus: Exactly, because if you have a lo  of thought leaders within the same niche, 
eventually they either fit the thinkers or the executer box. And you develop the next one if 
that makes sense? 
 
Victoria: So you need to continue growing to still stay the thought leader?  
 
Rasmus: Yeah. Absolutely. It's definitely an iterative process because, if the way that you 
do things is that much better, other people are going to adopt them. Once they've adopted 
them and that's become the norm, then there's going to be a new thought leader doing 
something else, creating the new norm. 
 
Victoria: Nice! I like your drawing… I'm going to so keep that. Cool. Then I guess we are 
done. Thanks again for taking the time!  
 
 
 

Interview 9 – Steen Rasmussen 
 
Victoria: This interview takes place as part of my master thesis. I am researching thought leadership 
in the B2B context and I'm trying to conceptualize it because based on my research there is in one 
concept created yet. And it is my goal to make this happen. 
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Steen: Is there any concept periods or multiple concepts? 
 
Victoria: There is a variety of understanding of what it is but not a concept pro say no. so everything 
you say will be used for the next interviews so everything you say has an impact on what I will ask 
the following people as well.  
 
Steen: I will be impacting other thought leaders? 
  
Victoria: Exactly. Alright so you have the choice to be anonymous or to be identified which one 
would you like to choose? 
 
Steen: I wouldn't be much of a leader if I were to be anonymized. 
 
Victoria: That's true. All rights and for the record do you mind introducing yourself and what you do 
professionally? 
 
Steen: So my name is Steen Rasmussen I am a senior partner at IIH Nordic, specializing in activating 
data for commercial use. I guess that would be the shortest possible description I can give, and in 
reality, a big part of it is opening people's minds to the potential of data. 
 
Victoria: Alright so we're gonna get right to the heart of what I am researching. so, if you had to 
define thought leadership in the B2B context, how would you do that?  you can take as much time 
as you want for this. 
 
Steen:  thought leadership in a B2B context is in reality a jewel thing, because one thing is being a 
person people turn to for inspiration and insights in relations to changing their thinking and moving 
it forward. Kind of abstract but an example is also…  there was a CEO of that company yesterday 
and I did a presentation on digital B2B marketing and my concern was that this was so banal, and I 
was kind of embarrassed. I thought it was really nothing special. And afterwards people were really 
positive about it and they thought they learnt a lot. There was this guy, he was a C level guy in the 
company with I don't know how many thousands of employees, and he was pissed going out the 
door, that his team didn't tell him about these things. So, it wasn't a negative thing, he was just 
pumped and thinking that this is really important stuff and maybe we should be doing this this is 
critical for our business.  And in my sense, this is a good idea of what thought leadership is in the 
sense that some things that you take for granted are actually something that pushes the bucket for 
other people. So, you can only be a thought leader by comparison. In the sense that, if you sit alone 
with your thoughts then you're not really leading anything. So, sharing is the heart of leadership: 
you have to be open and actually read the gospel.  It's like this old Danish saying that if a tree falls 
in the woods and it makes a sound, does the sound exist even though no one heard it: does the 
sound exist? And it is kind of the same thing with leadership, if you have thought leadership and you 
don't share it karma do you really lead anything? Because leadership is something that is compared 
to other people, right?  Sometimes this is also something that takes a level of humidity.  This is 
starting to be a 5 quotes for 5 kroner, but there is this wonderful quotes and the only quotes I can 
remember from Margaret Thatcher and that in this context I would kind of rewrite, where she says 
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“if you have to sell people you’re a lady you probably aren't”.  And the same thing with thought 
leadership is that if you have to tell people you are a thought leader you're probably not. In the 
sense that it is other people come on it is up to other people to define your thoughts as interesting 
and leading.  
 
Victoria: So it is something that is given and not taken for oneself? 
 
Steen:  yeah, it is an honorary thing right? See if for example we had Simo Avaha speak at our 
conference yesterday and he refuses to be referred to as a thought leader, even though he is the 
guy that people want to have talking at conferences and people want to take selfies with him and 
everybody follows his blog and are really inspired by him.  But he asks not to be presented as a rock 
star or a thought leader or Guru, so my colleague of course did. Kind of in the sense to push him and 
say “you might not want it but it is not something you decide for yourself that you are a thought 
leader”. 
 
Victoria: that's true. 
 
Steen:  Because it's like the people LinkedIn who have guru written on their profile, it’s kind of 
hollow, it is utterly hollow. And even if you are a guru, writing in on your profile it kind of diminishes 
the value. Maybe it is very Danish to think that way and an American thought leader would see it 
differently…  interesting saying it is probably also a cultural thing 
 
Victoria: yeah I can see that. the Danes are very Humble and the Americans are very not. 
 
Steen: yeah exactly. If you got it, flaunt it, right? That is not a Danish saying, right? 
 
 Victoria: For sure not. would you say that thought leadership is actually relevant in your 
professional life, in your daily work? 
 
Steen:  Absolutely. I think for me it's may be not defined as thought leadership, but the ability to 
inspire and to make people think more than is there, or get them to think to the next step and 
knowing that you'll open some doors that's weren’t there before. Mental doors, right? Making 
people aware of the fact that the world is bigger and much more complex and interesting than they 
actually thought. So, thought leadership is basically, I think, reflected in the ability to lead other 
people's thinking. In the sense that it is taking people's thinking somewhere else.  Inspiring.  You 
could also lead other people's thinking by manipulating them, but that is not thought leadership… 
That is having another agenda, right? 
 
Victoria:  Ok. do you actually follow companies that you believe to be thought leaders? And if so 
which ones? 
 
Steen: it is a really good question now, so my challenge when it comes to that is…  I'm going to give 
you two examples: when is Henrik and I have four a lot of years been talking about me getting a 
mentor to develop a lot of things. The challenge is that for me to find a mentor I need to find 
somebody I look up to and respect enough in all senses, and I think that's pretty difficult. There are 
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people of course but in a lot of cases, it's like for Henrik the other way around, he has a lot of men 
tours and very often it turns into a situation where they pick his brain and he tells them what he is 
thinking and they think it is interesting, so he basically pays them for a mentoring session while 
mentoring his mentors and it is more a psychology session where they said and take notes because 
it is interesting and not the other way around. 
 
Victoria:  but it sounds like you're speaking about individuals 
 
Steen: yeah but in the sense that if you are leading thoughts…  this is just the example that if you 
follow somebody else you need to have enough respect for them for you to follow all they're 
thinking,  right? For me it's like my approach to food.  I prefer to try new stuff and kind of testing 
them all, and I need to try new things each time to see if I like it or not. I need to explore because it 
is where the interesting things are, and that is kind of pushing my own boundaries, and that is 
culinary, but it is also in thinking. So it is following up on fragmented things and building ideas on 
that, hence the going to a lot of conferences and hearing a lot of people talk. There are people much 
more than businesses that I think would be thought leaders, so I don't see... (lost in thought) 
 
Victoria: How about Google do you see them as being a thought leading company…? just to find an 
example of a company. 
 
Steen:  yeah and I was considering it's been and reality maybe back in the days but now Google is 
just a commercial entity that has a business agenda. They might have been thought leaders when 
they started up; same as Elon Musk, he had a lot of initiative... again it is the person and not the 
company. And it was the person starting Google and now they're such a small part of Google and it 
has been infected by management and business results. So very often the thought leadership comes 
from the individuals and not from the company, and if the company insists and being thought 
leaders, it's probably very idealistic and often there is a commercial agenda behind it. Honestly there 
is probably a lot of truly good companies out there that want to do their best and really be nice, but 
I think when it comes to commercial entities it is probably about being disappointed too many times 
and having an open thought process and being met by bureaucracy. 
 
Victoria:  it also seems like you're talking about the trust the people put in the company? Like they 
ruin it from what you say… 
 
Steen:  leadership is basically one of two things, right? Either you follow a leader because you fear 
him and that is not thought leadership. You are afraid of the repercussions and consequences.  
Trump is a great example of a person that leads by fear at least for me. But otherwise you lead by 
inspiring and Trump also does that for the people with the right mentality but further down the 
food chain. So some people following by fear and others follow him because they believed in his 
greatness. But they are not led by his visionary thinking because his thinking isn't really that 
visionary 
 
Victoria:  so is that a thought leader is for you as well, a visionary thinker? 
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Steen:  A thought leader is somebody that basically thinks new things first. The thought leaders’ 
thoughts are ahead of other people's thinking.  But other people will catch up and that is kind of 
them being the leader,  that you are in front and other people are following.  You can also  think 
things that other people are not thinking but if they're not moving in your Direction you are just a 
mental case.  The same thing applies you can have original thinking but if you don't have the 
followership you are not a leader, then you are a lunatic, or an eccentric or something else.  Thought 
leadership is probably defined by social proof…  so having these other people validating your 
thinking… 
 
Victoria:  I'm trying to put this back into the B2B setting.  When you say that the companies 
themselves -  the entity of the company -  you don't believe the company as the thought leader,  the 
thought leader is the person in the company,  or the people in the company,  can you elaborate? 
 
Steen: if we think about it from a B2B context,  and it's a great luck not to have a B2B example… 
(thinking)  for instance maybe an example would be mobile pay,  which is  not exactly as thought 
leading company as such in the way that I don't follow mobile pay to see what they are doing but it 
is a thought leading way of disrupting your own business and looking at  alternative ways of doing 
things and doing business,  and hence inspiring other people to change their business. So thought 
leadership in the B2B perspective is opening and leading other people's thoughts in relation to 
business and in thinking their business. And that can be structuring your business or tackling 
markets or understanding your customers…   basically every aspect around your business where you 
can have a thought leadership then.  But again it is defined by social proof, in the sense that if other 
people do not pick up your idea, or on your thinking then you're not really a thought leader. The 
good thing in a B2B context is that you can kind of prove things in the way that if you're successful 
then people might start following your thinking by proof but not necessarily by inspiration. And it 
would also go the same way for subject matters for a private person as well. 
 
Victoria:  does that mean that thought leadership can come from the business model or anything 
that is related to the business?  
 
Steen:  Yes… 
 
Victoria:  but can it also be tied to a specific person in the company?  as it is with Elon Musk and 
Tesla?  
 
Steen:  yes or even Steve Jobs, he was a person that could be described as a thought leader and he 
was thought leading in his business but… (lost in thought) 
 
Victoria: Because I am trying to figure out if it is company based or person based, or even a mix of 
both. 
 
Steen:   my gut feeling tells me it is person based.  That is, it is the person leading the company that 
is actually inspiring and maybe the person is very visible. If you take a look at Microsoft or Salesforce 
CEOS, these people are put as spearheads in relations to the company and it is actually their ability 
to think that reflect down on the organization. And of course it is really amazing Steve Jobs quote 
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saying “you should always hire people who are smarter than  yourself”.  But how many people 
actually do that? and also how many people from Apple do you know besides Steve Jobs?  from the 
time he was CEO? 
 
Victoria: None. 
 
Steen:  yeah exactly, even though these are all smart people working there. 
 
Victoria: But it doesn't necessarily have to be the head of the company… 
 
Steen:  no it doesn't but again it is about…  this is where the second part of it comes in. Why are 
these people being thought leaders?  It is because they share. It is the social proof. So if you get out 
there and start sharing then you became thought leader,  but if you sit in an office just sharing with 
your colleagues and not going beyond that, then you might be a really good worker and a really 
great colleague, but if you don't start sharing then you will never be a thought leader.  
 
Victoria: so how much do you believe communication and sharing a part of being a thought leader?  
how important is it? 
 
Steen:  I think it is ridiculously important.  Coming back to the social proof it is really hard to get 
social proof on your thinking if you don't share it… 
 
Victoria:  so what type of content do you believe a thought leader should share?  and I am not talking 
about the formats I'm really talking, deep behind the content and what it is. 
 
Steen: it is stuff that defines new borders on the way we are thinking or breaks the rules on the way 
we are thinking. So it is either pushing it to something new or destroying something that is blocked. 
so having those two dimensions…  
 
Victoria:  so how important are… 
 
Steen:... the thinking part? I think it's going to sound very crude, but I think there are probably plenty 
of people who are much better thinkers than thought leaders but they don't share. So you can 
probably gather a room of geniuses that could out discuss thought leaders and make them go away 
crying because they are much brighter but they don't put it out there,  they don't go into discussions 
and they don't share. They don't break the thought leaders’ thinking.  They just sit on their own and 
think “oh that doesn't make sense - he's kind of stupid”. Does that make sense?  so you have the 
introverted who are actually damn clever but they are not sharing, and who are you even smarter 
than the thought leaders.  The thought leaders are just perceived as being leaders because nobody 
dares take the place in front of them. 
 
Victoria:  so it's all about perception? 
 
Steen:  Yeah…  it is. And that is social proof again.  if people think you are clever, then you are 
believed to be. 
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Victoria:  well in that case is the smartest person is not necessarily the thought leader, how  
important is the transparency then in that case? 
 
Steen:  again back to communication…  the thought leader is the one who most persistently keep 
speaking about the same subjects. There was this presentation at WAW  last year by Jesper Astrom,  
do you remember him? 
 
Victoria:  yeah right I know him. 
 
Steen:  yeah and he had this model about the 90-9-1,  where the 1 was the very clever Guy:  that 
person who wants everything to be correct and has this really good understanding of things,  and 
then you have the 9  who are the ones who share and then you have the 90  who are the ones who 
consume.  And now back to the thought leaders, the thought leaders are the 9s.   
 
Victoria: but it sounds to me like it is “nothing else than a very good marketing strategy”, if it is all 
about communication? 
 
Steen:  well yes and no.  Because it doesn't have to be a 1,  it can be a person who is a 1.5.  It can be 
someone who is between the 1 and the 9. It can also be someone who takes something from what 
the 1 is saying and then add another dimension and then use that as thought leadership.  So it is not 
just going around finding clever people and copying them, it is adding an extra dimension to it or 
finding something else, it is more complex.  
 
Victoria:  let's go back to the example where we have the leading person of the company being that 
thought leader of the company.  in that case everything he publishes isn't that just marketing for 
the company?  because communication is marketing when you look at it that way… 
 
Steen:  ok so look at Steve Jobs, because he is probably the easiest example out there.  He was Apple 
and still is even though he is dead.  He is thought leading after his death, and actually current 
management is being compared to his thought leadership and it is unfair. He had his time and it was 
good but nothing guarantees that he would be... And he had major flaws and made mistakes as well 
along the way, so it's not like everything was brilliant. And I think there was a story about how very 
often some of the most successful people and thought leaders as well were just lucky. If you think 
about Bill Gates, his success was a lot tied to timing. I mean if he would have been a year before at 
university then there wouldn't have been this 1 supercomputer  that he could use, and if he would 
have been there a year later than he was then he probably wouldn't have had as much access to it 
as he did the year were he was at university.  Then reality it was a lot about the circumstances that 
they were at the school at the right time, it might even be that the real clever guy “bob gates”  was 
there the year before but he just couldn't make stuff happen because he didn't have no tools that 
Bill Gates had.  
 
Victoria:  I know I'm trying to get back to it a lot, but try to tell me what you see is the difference 
between thought leadership and a really good marketing strategy. 
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Steen:  I think the main thing is consistency and that is value based.  So thought leadership will be 
match deeper and it is embedded in your vision and mission…  a marketing strategy is something 
you can change and adapt to the markets:  you can tell a difference story to sell more. So thought 
leadership is more fundamental…  where it becomes a challenge exactly is to find the difference 
between thought leadership and a brand.  Let's take Nike for now, they go out and they did this 
campaign with this guy this football player … I can't remember his name. 
 
Victoria:  oh yeah, I know which one you're talking about. 
 
Steen:  and that kind of pushes the moment … but that is marketing strategy but that is also tied to 
a core value set. But it doesn't mean that the next management won't be able to change it.  And 
that is kind of the problem with having it in a company because a company is not consistent.  A 
company just reflects the current mindset of the management,  who again try to deliver on the 
ambition of the stock holders and a lot of cases. Then again the most consistent companies are 
probably not on the stock market and are not being traded openly in the sense that …  but you will 
still have changes in management. Take LEGO for example, think of LEGO in relation to thought 
leadership,  in the sense that they have a lot of strong principles that go down in the organization, 
but  would they be an even bigger brand if they made a bigger effort of sharing and had somebody 
more outspoken? Because they have a lot of value and a lot of these core principles, and corporate 
social responsibility, and all this, but one of the reason why they can do it is because it is family 
owned.  
 
Victoria:  so only some type of companies can become thought leaders? 
 
Steen:  no but I think the point is that a company can be a thought leader for a while and a person 
will be there until someone breaks their thinking. And we are living in an age where communication 
is so abundant and there are so many subjects going on and we get access to so much 
communication.   So because it's like … this monty python sketch 100 Yard Dash for People with No 
Sense of Direction - Look it up on YouTube -  but yeah so we are all moving in different directions 
and since we are all going in different directions it is easy to be a leader. 
 
Victoria:  because of the niches? 
 
Steen:  yeah exactly. you can be the thought leader and how to knit the one stick (laughs) … and 
then you can say and people will say “oh my god, knitting with one stick that is really original”. But 
back in the days where communication was much more scarce and we had to have a book in the 
library to be defined as any type of thought leader, and there was actually a lot of curation on the 
content.  So it is a much easier time to be a thought leader now than it has been. It is also much 
easier for the person sitting in the organization somewhere to challenge the thinking and become a 
new thought leader.  So if you want to and you can see that the way Steve Jobs was thinking is 
wrong, you can publicly challenge him and try to assume the mantel of thought leadership, whereas 
before it was unthinkable.  Tt was basically impossible to say “I think Kopler  sucked” -  ok fine but 
he wrote the book on marketing “so who are you to say that”,  but today you can challenge. 
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Victoria:  so how do you see the relationship between thought leadership and authority and 
expertise? How do you grasp those things together? 
 
Steen:  it depends on the subject matter but very often you kind of have the fact that thought 
leadership and expertise are tied together, in a sense because thought leadership is using a specific 
area or skill sets in a new way, or in a better way. So there has to be a subject matter that you're an 
expert on…  nobody is a thought leader on everything. Most people will be narrow thought leaders.  
So yes, I am thinking big thoughts when it comes to online and data, but no one really wants to hear 
my opinion on boats. And it is kind of the key to it: saying that you are a thought leader in a subject 
matter. And I think if you go back to the variety of content..  in the old days Kotler was the thought 
leader in marketing, but now marketing has been sliced into slim slices and most of them are better 
than Kotler in their respective slice. But they don't know anything about the other slices, or they 
don't know enough about the other slices to actually be thought leaders in them.  So that's what 
you are today: you are the best of your slice, you are a thought leader in your own slice,  but that 
doesn't make you the thought leader of marketing. Just because you are the leading thinker when 
it comes to affiliate marketing in the gaming industry. So I think that that's interesting, that's 
actually… your thought leadership would be like an arrow. So you will be adding in one point but 
the other subject area error you actually not as good. And I think it's also because the skill set of the 
competitiveness of the different areas… so the person who is now the thought leader in marketing 
for the online gaming industry. He can run circles about around Kotler, and completely outperform 
him in everything in that area. So Kotler would be a hopeless amateur compared to him and there 
will be a thousand people that would be better than him in this specific vertical. 
  
Victoria: Yeah. 
 
Steen: But he wouldn't be strong in other ways… a fair affiliate marketeer in some other verticals, 
but then other people would be better than him. So we're coming to a situation where we really 
ultra-specialized in very narrow areas. 
 
Victoria: Yeah, but then again how do you find them? How does one person find these thought 
leaders? What do you see is the process? 
 
Steen: So, you follow the social proof. We are sometimes like cattle… we follow the one with the 
bells and then we follow all the other ones. If you are on Facebook and somebody has posted 
something that gets… maybe not Facebook because Facebook is much more emotional matter than 
subject matter. But if you're on LinkedIn and somebody has posted the “new ways of doing strategy” 
and has gotten like 7,000 likes on that post. Then the likelihood of you reading that post is much 
higher than somebody rewriting the “new ways of doing strategy” and has only 1 like. If you have a 
following base, it's easier to get a bigger following base… so how do you get a following base to 
begin with? You just keep talking. Because sooner or later enough people will have heard you, then 
you will have gotten one like so many times that you actually have a thousand people liking you. 
And then you will get 2 and then you will get 4… 
 
Victoria: Does this consistency also create the trust in the person and in the content? 
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Steen: Yes. You can have it Gary Vaynerchuk … do you know him? “Gary V. social media Guru”. You 
might want to look him up because he is kind of interesting and he took his family… they have our 
wine shop in New York, and he started doing online wine reviews.  Every day, he would review 
another wine, or two wines every day… every day consistently. And it was one or two years before 
somebody positively gave him indication that he was actually making a difference.  Somebody 
contacted him and said “my husband is following you, he really loves it, and I want you to come over 
on his birthday”… and then suddenly he found out that he was a thought leader. Again, it's not 
something… People don't send you love letters as calling you brilliant, right? You might get that 
preys on onstage or when you meet people face-to-face. 
 
Victoria: Yeah.  So how do you create that trust? 
  
Steen: Consistency.  
 
Victoria: How imported is it then? To be trusted… How important is it for you to trust the person 
that you see as a thought leader or that he's trustworthy? 
 
Steen: It's absolutely important because… there was this lovely example of…  It's really in relations 
to also using social media for communication, and this ties into this. This seems unrelated, but it is 
this example of a kindergarten in Israel. They had the problem that people were picking up their 
kids too late. So they said “well, you're going to get a fine. If you don't pick your kids up on time, 
you're going to get a fine of 200 kroners” and then suddenly people picked up their kids even later. 
But they no longer had a bad conscience about it, because now they paid for the extra service. There 
are relationships built on trust and social aspects, and there are relationships built on economy. So 
of course what did the kindergarten do?  They removed the fine because this was not what they 
intended, but now people still picked up the kids at night, because now they were getting a paid 
service for free. So, if you are a thought leader, if people get the perception that you only say what 
you're saying, and are doing it for the money…  So trustworthiness is really tied to authenticity. The 
people need to know who you are and what you stand for, and maybe you can be commercial all 
along it like “Oh, by the way” - having a finishing thing – “You should really go to my course”. But 
then it becomes “predictable commercial” and then you’re not really undermining… It is the 
moment that people start thinking you have another agenda. Then you go from being a thought 
leader to being a marketeer or a manipulator. 
 
Victoria: Are you saying marketer is a manipulator? 
 
Steen: In a lot of cases yes. 
 
Victoria: Unfortunately, that gives a bad reputation to our job… 
 
Steen: Gary V has this wonderful quote: “marketers will fuck up everything”. It was a few years ago, 
and was about about how social media would be corrupted by marketing? 
 
Victoria: And it kind of happened… 
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Steen: Yeah and now you don’t have any reach on Facebook, You can have thousands or followers, 
you can only reach between 2 and 20 percent. And if you want to reach more you have to pay 
because then it is marketing. 
 
Victoria: So is there anything that you believe we haven't touched upon when it comes to thought 
leadership?  
 
Steen: No, but I think it would be interesting if you would go full circle and after you interviewed 
the other people to come back… and kind of give me some info on what you found out?  
 
Victoria: I'm going to send you my thesis if you want to?  
 
Steen: yeah. I would like that.  
 
Victoria: Now tell me, if you had to visualize thought leadership, however, in a table, a drawing, 
whatever … how would you put it in form? With everything we've been talking about. 
 
Steen: This is a horrible picture but… probably the “Michelin guide of thinking”? I don’t know if this 
answers your question, but my other train of thought was more traditional… like if you go back to 
Ancient Greece, people would go to the Oracle of Delphi to get insights. It's knowledge worth 
traveling for and hence the association with the Michelin guide right? It is something that is worth 
going the extra mile because you will have a mental experience that is above the ordinary.   
 
Victoria: So getting more value out of it? 
Steen: Yeah.  
 
Victoria: So what's the value that company gets from having a thought leader? Or being a thought 
leader? in terms of how you define it as being the person who leads the company but also as the 
company being recognized as one… what's the value for the company? 
 
Steen: the value for the company actually it's… one of the things I have tried to do is I systematically 
try to push people on stage. You’ve been there... and this is basically because I want to show the 
level of thinking across the organization. Saying that it's not an organization driven by one person, 
but because… for me it's saying if we have so many people in IIH that are able to take stage and 
share something that is able to move your world or change your thinking. Then in reality, we become 
more than just the individuals. You can have a really good thinker in a lot of companies, but very 
often it will be tied to one person. And then the person might surpass the brand if we have just one 
thought leader here... 
 
Victoria: It would be quite risky… 
 
Steen: Yeah, it would risk a large part of the company and it's probably why many keep hiding the 
thinkers in organizations, right?  
 
Victoria: Yeah, a lot of companies do that.   
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Steen: And it's such a defensive move, in the sense that we have heard the story of companies that 
don't want people to be out there, making sure people are not supposed to know who we have 
hired. But they do anyway right? We're living in a very transparent world, you know who people 
are…  
 
Victoria: So what does IIH (participant’s company) get from pushing the people forward and getting 
them on stage, and developing them as thought leaders actually? 
 
Steen: I think actually it's… IIH gets the credibility of being able to…That's probably the benefit for 
us, right? We get the perception that we find a nurture exceptional talent. And that makes us more 
than the individual talent, in the sense that we can actually do something more than just deliver a 
service. We can also help people develop.  
 
Victoria: Does that indirectly also get you leads and sales?  
 
Steen: It does in the sense that if….  So if you are going to take your business somewhere, would 
you take it to the business that have one big brain? Or would you take it to the business that had a 
lot of big brains? 
 
Victoria: Number two.  
 
Steen: so of course it does, but the key thing - and this is probably what doesn't make it marketing 
- it's not the agenda to do it to get the leads. We do it to inspire, to evangelize, because there is a 
potential there that is bigger. It's also why Google bestowed the title to Mark, this “Google 
development expert”, because he inspires beyond what he's paid for.  
 
Victoria: Yeah, but that's the same for you.  
 
Steen: Yeah, except nobody gave me a title of Google expert... (laughs) but yeah sure it is, and I 
think I had a conversation with Simo about it yesterday actually, and one of the things that we 
discussed was basically based on a study from a professor at the University of Lund saying that you 
have two different types of consultants. These two key types… The career oriented consultant who 
is interested in the next level of the ladder all the time, saying “what do I have to do to achieve my 
next title, to achieve my next raise in pay, to get a bigger bonus?” That's a career-oriented 
consultant. And that's fine. That's a type. They helped develop the company and drive it aggressively 
forward financially. The other type of consultants are… he classified them as… the insecure 
specialist. They actually they love the subject matter and the key thing that drives them is peer to 
peer recognition, that other people come to them and patted on the back saying “well done”, “damn 
that was clever”. So who of these two are gonna be the thought leaders?  
 
Victoria: the pat on the shoulder ones. 
 
Steen: yeah, the people who want to show that they're talented and focus on the information and 
the skill set and hence the subject matter. We’re back to having a subject matter, where the 
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consultants or the career oriented persons’ subject matter is their bank account, which is not really 
that interesting for other people. So for the insecure specialist, it's really hollow.  
 
Victoria: Sounds to me as well. But doesn't that kind of clash the fact that you have the insecure 
specialist, but then the concept of thought leadership is so much tied to communication and being 
out there. It sounds like it clashes… 
 
Steen: Don't put too much emphasis on the insecurity because it's tied to the search for peer 
recognition, and the peer recognition is actually very much tied to you going out there. Like the 
example of Peter Meyer who had the biggest kick of his life getting a full room of peers clapping 
after his presentation, which he had never done before because he is the insecure type… even 
though he is an absolute technical expert. 
 
Victoria: yeah I remember. Anyways, Steen we're almost done here. So actually I'm getting back to 
the first question that I asked in the beginning - now that we've talked about thought leadership for 
about an hour. If you now again have to define thought leadership in the B2B context. Can you do 
it could you do it again? 
 
Steen: uhmmm 
 
Victoria: it doesn’t have to be the same as before… 
 
Steen: No, no and I know I can't possibly repeat myself... my thinking is way too fragmented to 
remember my own clever words (laughs). But so, from a B2B context it would still be being able to 
inspire other people's perception of business with your thinking. Either by expanding the thinking 
or by breaking prejudice. 
 
Victoria: You're going to leave it at that? Wow Steen! 
 
Steen: That is kind of the point of a definition.  
 
Victoria: It is true. All right school. Well in that case if you feel like we've missed anything say it now 
or stay silent forever  
 
Steen: I hope you got something interesting. I did for sure.  
 
Victoria: well thanks a bunch again for taking part in this interview! 
 
 

Interview 10 – Stine Holmgaard 
 
 
Victoria: So as you know this research is part of my master thesis project and it is about thought 
leadership. That is the main topic that I'm researching. and the idea behind this project is to 
conceptualize the idea of thought leadership to figure out where it comes from what it is and how 
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it can impact businesses. So my first question is would you like to be anonymized or is it ok for you 
to be identified? 
 
Stine: Yes that's fine you can identify me. 
 
Victoria: Cool then for the record could you please introduce yourself and what should you 
professionally? 
 
Stine: Yes I am Stine Holmgaard, and I work at Brandmovers  in my role here is dual. I am CEO and 
partner at the Native Advertising Institute, and I am also head of events and partner at Brandmovers 
where I take care of all or events related Consultancy and or internal events. 
 
Victoria: Then let's get right to the middle of it, if you had to tell me what thought leadership is in 
your own words and based on your own experience could you please do that? 
 
Stine: Thought leadership or thought leader? 
 
Victoria: Thought leadership. 
 
Stine: I think it is a conveyance of knowledge, of specialized knowledge, and the intention behind it 
is to touch move and inspire other people with what you know.  
 
Victoria: How does that differ in the B2B sector? 
 
Stine: I actually don't think there is a difference…  the whole B2C and B2B, you put people in boxes.  
but I think the mechanics and the tactics are pretty much the same because at the end of the day it 
is human to human or person-to-person communication. 
 
Victoria: Ok. So is that something and is relevant in your daily professional life? 
 
Stine: Oh yes. 
 
Victoria: How so? 
 
Stine: Well first of all, the Institute that I have been involved with for 4 years, we started out Jesper 
and I, when we found out that  we would be first movers on a phrase that wasn't really coined and 
we wanted to be thought leaders on it, in a market where nobody had really positioned themselves 
and it.  And we didn't know a lot about it so we started doing your research and kind of framing the 
definitions and stuff like that, and then we came up with a combined influencer thought leadership 
strategy that would attract people that obviously knew a little bit more than ourselves. And that 
way we would gain a lot more knowledge to an extent that right now, only Jesper and I are 
considered thought leaders in this industry on a global level. Because we have become an 
impersoned hub for knowledge about native advertising. Kind of the go-to people.  And also I think 
in these social media days, one thing is to think about thought leadership from a business 
perspective but at the end of the day in terms of employer communication, the employees that you 
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have in your company can be your thought leaders. Sometimes more often than the company itself. 
And that is what is going to attract more business. And at least I can talk for myself when I say, from 
a Linkedin perspective -  I love LinkedIn and very passionate about it and I communicate a lot on it, 
and have (excuse my French) but as shitloads of followers, so I know that I at some point must have 
communicated something that people thought relevant or interesting enough for them to say we 
need to connect with this person.  even more so than just my title or whatever… 
 
Victoria: So is it only based on content?  
 
Stine: I would say yes, but mostly it based on relevance and value. Again in my opinion if you don't 
champion, touch, move or inspire people, to me you're not a thought leader. I think, going back to 
LinkedIn, a lot of people tend to use LinkedIn as a way to promote themselves or brag, and I think it 
is a wrong way of using it and this is not going to convey into thought leadership. Thought leaders 
are the ones that are focusing on the relevance the in value and offering either their own reflections 
arguments and opinions, or sharing content or knowledge - it can be their own knowledge but it can 
also be something that they have stumbled upon that they think the people that followed them 
could convey into something useful in their own everyday practice, regardless of whether it is their 
personal life or their professional life. 
 
Victoria: So to what extent is a thought leader a teacher then? 
 
Stine: I think a thought leader is very much a teacher, and you can say it's a premier…  if you don't 
help people and you don't share knowledge or your thoughts, you're not a thought leader. If you're 
just pushing salesy messages and trying to make money or monetize something then you're not a 
thought leader. A thought leader is a demonstration of what you know, and sometimes it is not just 
what you know but also who you know. 
 
Victoria: Can you elaborate on this? 
 
Stine: Yeah I think for me for example, if I read a great content marketing report and I find it valuable 
enough and I think my peers would appreciate it then I share that with my colleagues in my LinkedIn 
network. And that is not knowledge I wrote myself but it is a thoughtful action from my part to share 
it with my community.  and I think at the end of the day having a tactic like that can also be used to 
become a thought leader,  because what you demonstrate is that you know a lot of stuff around a 
certain topic even though you haven't written it or put the words down, you know the mechanics 
of its, and you share it with your peers and in that sense you teach, inspire, motivate and help.  and 
that also goes into something else... one thing is being a thought leader and another thing is being 
a leader.  a leader comes with responsibility and it is a peer centered focus.  it is not about you it is 
about the people you have around you and how you can inspire them to do better, to do their best 
work and to be the best versions of themselves.  and in my opinion that is also something that needs 
to be considered if you want to be a thought leader or if you consider yourself a thought leader. 
 
Victoria: So how important is the agenda behind what you do and how important is the perception 
of this agenda?  
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Stine: Well the agenda itself, if with by that you mean a tactic or strategy, that you sit down and 
make a plan…? 
 
Victoria: No not necessarily, but you're talking about the fact that it shouldn't be salesy because 
otherwise it is not thought leadership it's just selling…  so many companies try to be thought leaders 
but in real life they are just trying to sell you something, so where do differentiate these? 
 
Stine: I don't think you have to differentiate, and I think you can monetize on thought leadership. 
because at the end of the day that is also rather used tactic or strategy for getting more clients or 
more business, positioning yourself. so from a business perspective thought leadership is important 
and it is also potentially what is going to set you apart from your competitors, or it is what is going 
to create a blue ocean for yourself.  so it is very important, at least from a business perspective, but 
also today you have the business side of it and then you have all the influencers out there.  in my 
opinion influences are also potential thought leaders.  and that can be on a one-on-one basis:  it can 
be a girl who likes fitness to an extent that she created an Instagram fitness profile and she is 
dedicating her entire content in their to Fitness. and growing an audience she automatically at some 
points is going to be considered as thought leader if what she keeps doing is pushing consistent, 
helpful, valuable, relevant content. whether it be advice or opinions are arguments and stuff like 
that… 
 
Victoria: Then I'm trying to understand: can you tell me the difference between thought leadership 
in a really good marketing and branding strategy? 
 
Stine: Well I think you can be a good thought leader without selling anything or being sponsored by 
anyone.  back to before you can be a really good influencer on Instagram without being and anybody 
sprockets, just because you're passionate about your hobby or something like that, you can be a 
good influencer. 
 
Victoria: That's true but since we are considering the B2B environment it is usual that the companies 
try to monetize they're thought leadership. 
 
Stine: Well everything that you do in a company should be able to be measured to an ROI to some 
extent, otherwise you're just pissing her money down the drain.  so it is always good to have an 
ambition to be a thought leader but there should also be a motivation behind it, especially if it is in 
a business context.  Like you and I,  it becomes valuable - for in this case Jesper - to have a thought 
leader or a bunch of thought leaders as employees because it is going to extend his brand.  setting 
out for a thought leadership strategy from a business perspective or CEO perspective, it needs to be 
founded in the strategy and tactics otherwise you will just be wasting a lot of internal resources on 
something that at the end of the day you cannot prove the Roi of. So that is important. 
 
Victoria: I get that but then where is the difference between the marketing strategy or like the 
branding strategy and thought leadership? 
 
Stine: I don't think…  well branding is branding.  it is good storytelling and I can be a feel-good video 
or something like that.  thought leadership is more focused…  
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Victoria: On? 
 
Stine: Sometimes it is the company value and sometimes it is on…  it can be product based as well 
in terms of being specialists on a certain part of the value chain... so I don't think it can be 
differentiated - thought leadership in the business context is marketing. 
 
Victoria: Something that you mentioned before, for sample yes for being the CEO and him wanting 
to have thought leaders in the company…  so when you look in the B2B environments: who is the 
thought leader? is it the brand the company the people in the company a mix? 
 
Stine: It all depends on the marketing strategy and how it is conveyed.  a company like LEGO for 
example, you can argue that they are thought leaders in their industry.  they have a CEO, they are 
family based... it could have been that they have said our CEO I thought leader but they haven't. 
they chose a different direction where the product kind of guides their way... and I think they have 
multiple thought leaders in there, but they have chosen a marketing strategy or at least of business 
strategy that is not based on a person. Whereas Brandmovers is very much so based on a person.  
we have a conscious strategy here where Jesper is the spokesperson or the role model here. I think 
though that it can be kind of …  I think it can work  with this type of tactics in a company where it is 
fluid, and I think that is one thing that I see here at Brandmovers too,  where it used to be just Jesper 
and now we have a guy like Mikkel who is our head of distribution, and now we're doing videos with 
him because obviously he is a subject matter expert here so he is a natural in terms of thought 
leadership on paid distribution. and he would also be the one if we get clients in that are interested 
in his services, they know Mikkel because we pushed him as a thought leader.  same goes for my 
department for the event activities:  people that come into contact with me will know me because 
they know me from a fair amount of touch points that we have used in or marketing strategy as 
well. 
 
Victoria: So communication and visibility: how important are these two aspects for thought 
leadership? 
 
Stine: I think the external visibility is so so…  it is important in a stakeholder communication context.  
you work with different stakeholders. Thought leadership … If you have a stakeholders thought 
leadership, strategic thought leadership is fairly good.  if you work for the masses…  here take the 
native advertising Institute, There is a bunch of people that know the native advertising Institute as 
a native advertising Institute. There are also people interacting with us,  and those people that 
interact with us they know Jesper for sure,  because we run a rather obvious thought leadership 
strategy on him in all our marketing efforts and if you dive even further, the people that work with 
our event activities,  such as our sponsors or speakers or attendees, they all know me by first name. 
a lot of them interact with me on LinkedIn even before we build a relationship.  some of them would 
experience me as a thought leader on LinkedIn, some of them would come into contact with us 
because they buy some of our activities and afterwards they were, based on that relationship, they 
would come back and start following me and interacts with the stuff I push or you know…  some of 
them for me to some extent because they are interested in the subjects that I touch upon. 
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Victoria: So are you a thought leader in something that it is more of a niche or does it need to be 
broad? 
 
Stine: I don't know that's a good question.  It depends on whether it is strategic or not.  you asked 
me before if I considered myself a thought leader, I don't think of myself as a thought leader. my 
LinkedIn is not strategized, obviously I push content that is either valuable or about subjects that 
are dear to me or that I am interested in.  but that can be everything that is work-related and with 
what I do right now in terms of event marketing, content marketing, native advertising, and brand 
activation, to the I am a great spokesperson for diversity of female representation in our industry.  
and that is back to the fact that yes you can strategize your marketing around thought leadership 
but you can also just be a person and have a tone of voice, or a message, or a way of thinking, or a 
brain that works in a certain way, where a bunch of people think that this person is interesting and 
the stuff that he or she pushes is relevant or valuable to me so I choose to tap into the universe. 
 
Victoria: Actually I'd like to get back to this, this following base that you were talking about. Do you 
have to have a follower base to be a thought leader? 
 
Stine: No. 
 
Victoria: Does it work the other way around then? 
 
Stine: Sometimes it does. for example I am on LinkedIn right now where I have a big followership 
and there is a bunch of Engagement and stuff like that, and a vast amount of people that follow me 
I know them but there's also a vast amount of people that I don't. I also have 3 Instagram profiles 
on 3 completely different maters. I have a personal profile,  I have because I work out quite a lot, I 
have a profile dedicated to my workout,  and then I sing in a choir and I run their Instagram accounts 
as well... now the people that follow my fitness profile, that is a number way below 1000 it is not 
considered a big followership but the engagement and the interaction and the amount of free 
actions that I get telling me “that picture inspired me” or “I have just done this or that” or “the next 
time that you're there would you mind giving me some tips”. and I don't consider myself a thought 
leader on the subject of fitness, but I have a small account and with a small amount of followers, 
but it is still enough to motivate a bunch of people to do something.  that's why and I said it in the 
beginning, to me thought leadership is about touching, moving and inspiring people. and it can be 
on a 1 and 1 level, but it can also be with a followership of a million people on Instagram.  
 
Victoria: So it thought leadership something that is only by comparison? Because you don't see 
yourself as a thought leader in fitness but the people maybe… 
 
Stine: I think that leadership comes from the outside in. you cannot decide to be a thought leader. 
 
Victoria: So it is a given Status not a taken one? 
 
Stine: It is an earned status. you push your content out in an owned context, either you strategize 
and you make a Blog or you run a company or you do a social media profile…  I don't know if I want 
to call that owned, because it is built on rented land  but still,  but how people convey you or 
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perceive you that is on them, and it is how they perceive you that is ultimately what makes you a 
thought leader.  
 
Victoria: I mean you're talking a lot about social media and pushing content out there, in that case 
a thought leadership kind of reminds me of social selling.  could you elaborate on this statement? 
 
Stine: Yeah I don't think it is…  a lot of people would perhaps use that as part of the flow. 
 
Victoria: What do you mean? 
 
Stine: A lot of companies forget the Social in social media, and they start selling, and to some extent 
that is cool if what you sell has relevance…  taps into a user base and you know that the people that 
follow you are genuinely interested in what you have to offer and it is not a hard sell - it is not a cold 
sell so to say. But for me the things I push the most on social media is industry related, but it is often 
things that are read that has inspired me, where I think that “this could have value to someone 
else”.  so it is not motivated by selling stuff. 
 
Victoria: But in the case of companies is that the value that they get from thought leadership?  or 
what do you think it is? 
 
Stine: I think with thought leadership comes positioning, and positioning is important in a 
competitive context.  say for example if you are a content marketing company, if you are the thought 
leader and you own a thought leader role there, potential clients are more inclined to do business 
with you at a later stage, but I also need to say here that's becoming a thought leader requires a 
shitload of effort. 
 
Victoria: How do you become a thought leader?  
 
Stine: I think content wise by pushing a lot of consistent content out there that is relevant, valuable 
and helpful, on a consistent basis. Not trying to shove up for sale down somebody's throat. you need 
to teach them, you need to facilitate learning and inspiration.  and then I think if you are that 
relevant thought leader that they need to some point, they will remember you they will trust you, 
and they will potentially buy what you want to sell them. 
 
Victoria: How important is the aspect of trust? 
 
Stine: I think it is essential it is the core. That said though I think you can still be a thought leader 
and not be…  I don't know you can be a thought leader, but if what you want with your thought 
leader is to have people buy stuff from you, trust is essential.  for me a good example is Gary 
Vaynerchuk, he is a thought leader - I think 90% of the time what he lets out is complete bullshit. 
And I wouldn't know what to actually buy from him and I am not sure I would trust him with my 
money. He is entertaining though...  and he is one of those guys that have a huge followership. That 
said, I think a lot of people genuinely see him as a thought leader and they would buy stuff from 
him because at the end of the day, I might just not be the target audience for him. But I think if you 
want to use your thought leadership to monetize something, eventually trust is essential. 
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Victoria: How about authenticity and openness, and even transparency? 
 
Stine: I think it is good and becoming more relevant these days as reputation matters more and 
more. You being a decent human being or a company with good values matters more.  I think it 
depends on…  if we look at it from a company perspective or industry perspective, I think it kind of 
depends on the variety of competition. If you don't have any competitors, if you are in an industry 
where you kind of own the entire thing and there are no alternatives, I don't think it matters. It 
would definitely not hurt but I don't think it matters as much…  I’d say for me as a consumer I don't 
spend my money where I don't feel good energy,  I will choose to go somewhere else with my money 
and that is where authenticity and service becomes very important.  and I think to some extent you 
can see a thought leadership as a service as well.  
 
Victoria: Actually I want to get back to something that you were talking about before…  kind of like 
the culture of the company - you touched up on it - when you mentioned that Jesper wants to push 
people towards thought leadership. 
 
Stine: I don't think he wants to push them necessarily towards thought leadership, I think he has 
realized that he has a lot of subject matter experts in house. he cannot embrace all the knowledge 
that this company possesses because we are growing.  so it would be good to delegate a little bit.  
there will be subject matter experts that would not be comfortable being thought leaders.  
 
Victoria: But I'm kind of trying to pinpoint what kind of culture or ideology needs to be present in 
the firm to enable thought leadership. 
 
Stine: Trust in your employees. I would also say a fair bit of… how do you say that in English…   I 
wouldn't consider Jesper as a gambler, but he is playful and willing to take risks. He is willing to fail, 
test things to see if it works.  so you have to be open yes…  to trying out new things. But trusting the 
talent within and as a leader wanting to embrace it and kind of give fife to it instead of insisting on 
being a thought leader yourself. But I think again that things like that depend on the company. Here 
we are making a living on specialized knowledge that the companies and the clients don't have… so 
for him,  if Jesper is our only thought leader and he is pushing himself as a thought leader closing a 
deal and putting 6 other people, in house people, in the room afterwards to kind of seal the deal, 
then his thought leadership was just a salesy touchpoint to get people in.  Whereas if he choose a 
rather fragmented leadership strategy as a company, I think it can hold a big advantage because 
having a Mikkle as a thought leader, or a Stine as a thought leader, or Alexander Aude as a thought 
leader…  then regardless of what people want to buy in our agency, they know the people in charge 
of that, they know they are specialized, they know they are knowledgeable, and they know they can 
be trusted.  
 
Victoria: Actually I want to get back to this knowledge because you repeat it a lot, so I guess it is 
very important: the knowledge that you share. 
 
Stine: Not necessarily, but that's what I say again, it is not the necesseraly the knowledge that comes 
from you or strains from you, it is the knowledge sharing part that is important. 
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Victoria: So what type of knowledge sharing does a thought leader do or should do? 
 
Stine: Well it depends on their ambition, their industry, their strategy, the outcome that they want 
to…  I think if you are a content marketing company as we are, thought leadership works closely 
together with the content we either push out ourselves; or integrate the knowledge that we come 
across and we decide to share with our peers, whether it being our customers or potential 
customers, our audience reader base…  it has to be related to what we do. 
 
Victoria: But does it have to be new in some kind of way? 
 
Stine: It depends. If you want to position yourself as a company that has the latest trends, the 
newest knowledge, the first movers, then yes. If you want to be conveyed as the one that obeys on 
quality: things that have been tested and tried, then it is not necessarily new, then the focus should 
be on the quality. 
 
Victoria: But is that still thought U then? 
 
Stine: That's a good question…  I think it can be because again with leaders you don't have to be a 
leader where... you know… you have read the latest leadership book to be the best and the coolest.  
 
Victoria: But if you only say and share things that are already known why are you the thought leader 
and not someone else? I mean isn't that just copying and pasting? 
 
Stine: Well I think thought leadership can be based on copying and pasting in repurposing as well. If 
you become the personal content hub of consistent knowledge on a subject, you can be the thought 
leader. And again you might not be considerate a thought leader to your competitors or people that 
are in the same position as yourself in another company,  but if you convey it in a better manner to 
your target audience so they trust you and they choose you as their leader for good insights, then I 
think that is all that matters. 
 
Victoria: So it is more about perception than rather the actual knowledge? 
 
Stine: I think it is a mix of both. 
 
Victoria: If you had to put percentage on it? 
 
Stine: Well at the end of the day if the knowledge you push is not knowledge that you have dived 
into yourself, someone at some point is going to call the bullshit on you,  so I wouldn't recommend 
attempting to grow thought leadership based on a subject that you know nothing about and are not 
passionate about. 
 
Victoria: So do you have to be an expert to be a thought leader and that specific topic? 
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Stine: Not necessarily an expert, but you have to be honest about what you know. To me you can 
also be a thought leader and you get a question where you don't know what the answer is, it would 
be alright to say “I actually don't know that but let me get back to you on that one”,  but then a true 
thought leader would dive into that question and then get back to the person, but you know…  Gary 
V., people have been calling his b******* and say what he preaches is not really funded in anything 
usable and we are not really sure that he can convey this into actual guidance or teaching that can 
help people. It's a bunch of hot air. 
 
Victoria: So how much research is actually involved in thought leadership? On the company and 
personal level? 
 
Stine: Define research…  for me, I talked to Jesper about this whole “clever brandmovers” that we 
have got going where people need to read and stuff like that…  and I talk to Jesper about that and 
to me it is natural, like even when I am on vacation I read non-fiction.  There is a lot of people that 
do not read non-fiction unless they are asked to read non-fiction.  So to me it becomes natural and 
in order for me to do my job, in my part of the business, I need to be proactive in everything I do.  
So I think it kind of depends on what you do and what your strategy is, to me if I wasn't proactive in 
researching, I wouldn't be able to do my job. It is as simple as that. I run global events for publishers 
and marketers that want to become smarter at our discipline or what we do and in order for me to 
create something that is relevant and valuable ,in a format, in this context I need to be two steps 
ahead right? And it is also a good example of the knowledge that is displayed in my events - it's not 
mine - but it gives me insides because I do to research first, I establish relations with the true thought 
leaders in my industry, I become good friends with them and back to the thing that…  some of them 
are consider to their peers to be thought leaders and then I become the content hub for a lot of 
other people who are saying “if I need to know more about this who should I go to?”  so if they ask 
me and can skip their entire researching phase, because they know I might have the answer,  it 
becomes easier to them...  So even though I am not… You can take the native advertising days as an 
example: I am not the native advertising expert, but I am the expert in terms of knowing the people 
that know best.  
 
Victoria: You are the key node in the network right? 
 
Stine: And yeah and that is basically based on the research I have done. I haven't written almost 
anything about native advertising.  I do my “women 100” and that's it, and that is an “easy gain”. 
That is another example of research… Basically I found out that I know a lot of woman, I sat down, 
I did a spreadsheets and decided we were going to do an ebook about it and the content there is 
not rocket science, it's basically a picture and bio of good women, but because we have decided to 
kind of do a book on it with them in it and I have the front page, kind of framing the entire thing, I 
naturally become the thought leader of this area. In this context it is on the subject of diversity in 
our industry. 
 
Victoria: So what is the process of becoming a thought leader? How would you recognize it? 
 
Stine: I don't know…  
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Victoria: Just give it a try… 
 
Stine: Well to me it is crazy ideas that you are actually putting into action to see if they work,  some 
of them. And then, I think of genuine interest in wanting to either make the world or your industry 
or whatever a better place, like raise the bar for something…  you usually raise the bar by inspiring 
other people or motivating other people. It is about knowledge sharing, sharing what you know so 
other people might be just as smart or even smarter ultimately.  
 
Victoria: So how important then comes your network into action? 
 
Stine: Well networking is also about communication and interaction. Growing an Instagram 
followership and not socially connecting with them, to me that is not the point. 
 
Victoria: Then let's take it from the other point of view; how do you become recognized as a thought 
leader?   
 
Stine: I think the first time in terms of events…  Because you've asked me about that and I still don't 
see myself as a thought leader but then I have this guy who is a speaker and a content marketing 
expert, he has been visiting us now like three times as a speaker. He loves clever content conference; 
he loves it so much that he even pushed a blogpost where he wrote about “the ten conference 
organizers in the world that he appreciates the most” and I was on top of it.  That kind of changed 
a few things…  my LinkedIn followership started to rise and people started to contact me with event 
specific things,  I got approached by speakers that heard good things about my conferences and 
wanted to come speak at our conferences, and also it gave me something to negotiate with, because 
before we had to pay a fixed fee for a speaker, and now they're much more flexible about times and 
fees.  And I even have a few good examples of speakers that are super expensive, but that I am not 
paying at all, because they want to be part of our events. 
 
Victoria: Alright try to think about the company that you see as being thought leader. What is the 
process for you to recognize them as thought leaders? 
 
Stine: It either has to have a person involved that I really trust as an authentic and knowledgeable 
person…  it kind of depends on my need right? I might be handicapped on this because I am a 
content marketer, but it is also based on a constant dedication in pushing or sharing content that is 
relevant for me or has value for me without them trying to sell me anything. Content that either 
helps me or entertains me or makes my job easier yeah… 
 
Victoria: Do you feel that there is an aspect of thought leadership we might not have touched upon 
yet? 
 
Stine: No…  I still think… to coin the definition of thought leadership is difficult right? Because I think 
ultimately there might be a difference in being thought leadership in what I would consider a 
traditional business context.  Like if you set aside the social media and stuff like that, I think there is 
a difference between…  I think the difference lies between the formats and the channels that we 
use, like thought leadership can be groomed and grown and earned in different ways. I think you 
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have to take that into consideration as well. You can be a thought leader on Instagram – period – 
but you can also be a big company that is a thought leader in their own industry and who have not 
been on any type of social media before. It depends on your peers and target audience, and where 
your audience is,  and I think ultimately a good thought leader - back to what I said, that thought 
leadership is earned - knows where their target audience is, if they want to strategize around it, and 
that is where they are basing their communication. There are different tactics in terms of reaching 
different stakeholder groups as well right? I didn't become a thought leader within events marketing 
because I consistently pushed knowledge on LinkedIn about events marketing, I became a thought 
leader or considered one, because I had a bunch of really cool speakers endorse me. 
 
Victoria: Is that thought leadership by association? 
 
Stine: You can say it is…  or thought leadership by recommendation. 
 
Victoria: I like that one… 
 
Stine: Yeah. It becomes a word-of-mouth kind of thing. And back to what I said, I have speakers 
reaching out to me that would like to speak at my conferences because they heard from someone 
else that I was creating good events. I have people reaching out to me not because they have seen 
what I pushed on LinkedIn but because of the fact that they heard from trusted sources that I am 
the person to contact for this specific problem or need. I think the earned part of it is really 
important, and sometimes the channel is your peers. 
 
Victoria: Try to give me as many synonyms as possible to thought leadership, that partially or 
completely grasp what it is. 
 
Stine: A subject matter expert, specialist, nerds, passionistas, futurists, teachers, helpers,  
motivators, facilitators,  networkers, I think that's it…  moms (laughs)  
 
Victoria: I am so putting that one down! (laughs) 
 
(both laugh) 
 
Victoria: In the case of a company being a thought leader how important then is the mission 
statement of the company? 
 
Stine: Well your mission is how you're going to do things and that kind of taps into the company 
strategy right? If you don't know where you're going or what you're doing, I'm not really sure you're 
even ready to start considering becoming a thought leader in anything. So you have to nail both the 
vision and the mission first. From a company strategic perspective that is also where you plant the 
seed in terms of finding out who is your audience, who is your target group, who are the people you 
want to help. It is a good thing that we want to monetize our businesses and sell shit, but ultimately 
every business… like the “the reason to be” for any business should be to help. 
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Victoria: Agreed.  I think we're kind of getting to the end of this interview, so I'm  going to ask you 
the first question again, and now that we have been talking about thought leadership and all the 
aspects that potentially are part of its, can you try to give me a more compact or precise definition 
of what you understand under thought leadership in a B2B context? 
 
Stine: I think it is a person that succeeds in owning a reputation as a motivator or inspirator… I can’t 
say the English word…  A person that touches, moves and inspires people and is motivated to do so 
because they want to help raise the bar for something.  
 
Victoria: So it is a person and not a company? Even in a B2B setting? Let me ask differently can a 
company be a thought leader? 
 
Stine: To me I would say no…  they can position themselves as thought leaders but ultimately you 
can only have people to convey the message. Then they can be a thought leader.  You can push out 
a thought leader piece, but if the people that are going to make it live and interact with other people 
- if you cannot detect the authenticity - the sparkle in their eyes, the belief and what they are trying 
to share, then I don't think you can. Companies are dead things, but a company can position itself 
as a thought leader yes. 
 
Victoria: Through their employees? 
 
 Stine: Through their employees yes! 
 
 Victoria: … by empowering them? 
 
 Stine: Absolutely yes. Either that or giving voice to their knowledge. 
 
Victoria: Isn't that kind of risky to put them out there for the world to see and to employ? 
 
Stine: Yes it is, but that is also why I said: either that or giving a voice to do knowledge…  and by that 
I mean you don't have to put a face on knowledge. You can put a company name to knowledge,  but 
at the end of the day - as I said - If you start pushing stuff that you can't prove that you have as 
knowledge in your company, someone at some point is going to call your bullshit and it is not going 
to end well. 
 
Victoria: So you're only recognized as a trusted source if there is a person behind it? 
 
Stine: Yeah I would say that…  the knowledge has to exist within. You don’t necessarily need to have 
knowledge that has been invented in the company, a company can also be a generator of 
knowledge. 
 
Victoria: Can it also be a platform in some way? 
 
Stine: Yeah I can be a HUB, but it can never be a dead thing. 
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Victoria: So if you were in my position and you had to come up with some kind of visualization or 
conceptualization of thought  leadership…  just as a first thought or brain fart that comes to your 
mind, how would you see it? 
 
Stine: As a lighthouse.  
 
Victoria: Oh I like that… 
 
Stine: A beacon, right?  If you are the light that…  a light gives guidance… A lighthouse gives guidance 
so the people can steer in whatever direction they need to go, but they can see where they're going.  
I think that is thought leadership to me.  Because ultimately the knowledge that you convey as a 
thought leader or as a person communicating, you never know what people are going to use that 
knowledge for. Again one thing is perception and another thing is how people are going to digest 
and the knowledge.  
 
Victoria: A lighthouse huh…  
 
Stine: Yeah that’s how I see it. I even stated it in my women 100: there are “The Rising Stars “and 
then there are the “Lighthouses”, the beacons, right? 
 
Victoria: Before we close off this interview is there anything that you might want to add? 
 
Stine: Yeah, I would say that's being a thought leader comes with great responsibility. 
 
Victoria: Are you quoting Spiderman at me? 
 
Stine: No (laughs)… it could be though. 
 
Victoria: What do you mean by responsibility though? 
 
Stine: I think I touched upon it before, you shouldn't push out knowledge that is unethical, and you 
shouldn't push knowledge that you know nothing about. It is a good thing to convey what you know 
but you should not start advising people on (excuse my French) shit you don’t know, because it can 
backfire. Again about the responsibility part… knowing that you share knowledge you need to be 
aware of the fact that people look up to you for answers inspiration and motivation: they might use 
that knowledge to take action in somewhere. You're obviously not responsible for their actions but 
I think you should think twice before pushing stuff out through whatever channel. 
 
Victoria: Alright then I guess we are done thank you so much for taking the time to do this and as 
promised I will send you the final version of my thesis when it is done. 
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