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Our unique research study aims to demystify 
thought leadership and highlight the ways 
in which it can add value across a business, 
providing specific use cases across business 
sectors.

To do this, we surveyed 4,000 global 
business leaders who are either creators 
or digesters of thought leadership, on their 
definition and use of thought leadership 
in their organizations. Through a series of 
research-led reports, we will take a deep dive 
into specific industry sectors and business 
areas to demonstrate the power of thought 
leadership for commercial success.

In this Leading Lights Origin Story, we 
present preliminary findings from our 
survey, and explain our core definition of 
thought leadership as a way to present 
innovative thinking and communicate 
expertise and insights through a variety of 
media and content types, contributing to 
commercial effectiveness, trust, recognition 
and influence.

This report is the first of our series. In it, we 
explain why thought leadership – using 
intelligence to inform every aspect of your 
business - is the future.

We offer an overview of thought 
leadership:

 ➜ What thought leadership is
 ➜ What it isn’t
 ➜ The value of thought leadership
 ➜ How to become a thought leader
 ➜ What the future holds

What we will cover:

Defining thought leadership:  
How we think about thought leadership 
evolves over time, but here we will look at all 
the ways we believe thought leadership can 
impact your company’s performance.

Is it just content marketing?  
We argue that although thought leadership 
can take the form of content marketing, and 
the two are inextricably linked, it is so much 
more than this.

The value of thought leadership:  
Looking at how thought leadership can 
impact external and internal relationships, 
improving the performance of each.

Becoming a thought leader:  
What steps you need to take to harness 
this superpower.

Top ten future trends 
for thought leadership.

Exclusive preview 
of our groundbreaking thought 
leadership superhero series.

Episode one: The origin story
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Introducing the Thought Leadership Super Squad – a team of 
thought leadership superheroes here to bring justice to the term 
“Thought Leadership” and light the way to better insight and 
impact.

I’m The Leading Light. Guided by my magic lenses of Purpose, 
People, Planet and Profit, the Super Squad fights to uphold 
the mighty Pillars of Truth, bringing order to content chaos and 
ensuring ROI for thought leaders everywhere.

The Pillars of Truth

I’m an impassioned and committed believer in the power of 
thought leadership to connect businesses and organizations with a 
wider social purpose. We are all human beings, and the reality is, we 
don’t exist in a vacuum of corporate efficiency. We look for meaning 
and we want to feel as though what we do is worthwhile, that what 
we do contributes to the great human experiment in which we live.

And that includes companies and organizations because, after all, 
these entities are just the sum of their people too.

Companies often have resources to apply to research and insight 
generation, much more than the public sphere. 

What’s your thought 
leadership superpower? 

Reputation

01

Relationships

02

Revenue

04

Real World Impact

03
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Put together, they can advance human understanding much more 
quickly to make our world work better. I believe that we need an 
economy and society built on a foundation of facts and evidence, 
of rational organizations working together to ensure peace and 
stability.

But thought leadership also has a practical, less idealistic purpose 
for those that produce it and engage with it.

Thought leadership enables companies to say 
they are serious. That when it comes to their 
business and sector, they know their stuff – and 
can prove it! That, in turn, creates brand loyalty 
and a solid revenue stream.

Thought leadership can inform content marketing, but it is so much 
more than that and serves a greater purpose. Facing an online 
environment overwhelmed by words, thought leadership can cut 
through the noise to host publications, events and other creative 
outputs that have authentic heft. ‘Doing more with less’ is a mantra 
that should be carved on every marketer’s CV and is even more 
important in times of crisis and uncertainty, like those we face now 
and in the future.

We are sharing our story to showcase the value of thought 
leadership, to provide a broader sense of what it is and how to 
create thought leadership – by which, we mean how to create and 
implement real thought leadership programs. By doing so, we hope 
to inspire cultural change in the way companies do their thinking 
and in our dissemination of best practices.

I hope you love our team of rugged superheroes, each 
demonstrating exactly what is involved in thought leadership.



Meet the full Super Squad

– MAJORS IN MEASUREMENT

Bam, Pow… Wow! What an impact. What a quantifiable impact. Major 
Measure is all about hitting the target and striking down the fiendish 
hordes of evaluation-hating beasts.

Superpower: A wave of the mighty golden ruler ensures metrics and ROI 
maintain their rightful place.

– DIVES DEEP INTO RESEARCH

No panel is too difficult to access, nor number of respondents too great 
to grapple with for The Researcher. Always searching for answers from 
the great and the good and reeling in the right data for Data Cruncher, 
Captain Content and the team to work their magic on.

Superpower: Gathers copious amounts of data at lightning speed 
and seeks out sources of genuine insight super-efficiently.

– THOUGHT AND SUPER SQUAD LEADER

Behold the golden glow emitted as if by magic! The Leading Light is the 
greatest of all the Thought Leadership Super Squad, a demigod who dazzles, 
channeler of energy and brilliant ideas. Nobody knows Leading Light’s origins, 
but what is certain is that thought leadership can move metaphorical mountains.

Superpower: lluminating thought leadership’s capacity to deliver huge, 
potentially game-changing advantages. Marshalling the great force of thought 
leadership to overpower adversaries.



– DEALS IN DATA INSIGHTS

Often teamed up with Major Measure, Data Cruncher is renowned 
for staying one step ahead. Mountains of data hold no fear for this 
superhero, who unfailingly crunches onward until a compelling story or 
competitive edge is unearthed.

Superpower: Making sense of valuable information irrespective of how 
complex and impenetrable it may at first appear.

– STEERS THE EDITORIAL AND CONTENT SHIP SAFELY

Batman’s famed utility belt contains gadgets galore, however Captain 
Content can draw on an equally impressive array of tools to ensure a content 
strategy delivers great results. In today’s omnichannel world, it’s vital not only 
to share content that informs and resonates but to pick the best media and 
most appropriate mechanisms for connecting with your target audience. 
Captain Content also polices grammar gremlins, punctuation pests, style 
vampires and more, while bringing ideas and narratives to life. Sense checks 
all comic book capers and super squad initiatives, and strategizes to ensure 
alignment of research, content and activation.

Superpower: A mind-boggling selection of super tools, coupled with the 
wisdom to know when and how to use them.

– ARCHITECT OF ANTI-SILO AND INCLUSIVITY MAGIC

Barriers beware! Prejudice and bias be gone! No inconvenient wall 
is strong enough, no distance too great to bridge. Barrier Breaker 
smashes down the silos to boost effective collaboration. They 
won’t tolerate unfairness. “DEI or die” – now that’s what we call a 
catchphrase.

Superpower: Bringing talent together to outdo the competition. 
Helps inclusive organizations fly high.



– STRIVING FOR SUSTAINABILITY

The Hulk isn’t the only green superhero around, although Earth Angel is a 
different kind of ‘green’. Protector of the planet, its ecosystems, flora, fauna 
and people. Buzzes with clean energy. To Spiderman’s famous observation 
that “with great power comes great responsibility”, Earth Angel would add 
“with great responsibility comes great thought leadership.”

Superpower: Transforms responsible behavior into reputational capital.

– CONSTANTLY COMBATING MISINFORMATION

Watch out fake news, The Defender will hunt you down! Eats rumors for 
breakfast, smears for lunch and devours lies before it gets dark. In an age 
when damaging falsehoods proliferate, the Defender’s use of clear and honest 
argument is the way to survive and prosper.

Superpower: Setting the record straight.

– IGNITES INNOVATION

Watch the sparks fly when Ignitra is unleashed. Innovation is the lifeblood of many 
organizations and it flows through Ignitra’s pioneering, lab-developed veins.

Superpowers: Can spot innovation from a mile off and show how it makes a 
serious difference. Full of fresh ideas that capture attention and connect with 
audiences. Memorable and persuasive originality.

– COMMUNICATING THE TRUTH

We should marvel (with a small ‘m’) at the power of well-crafted messages. On 
the mighty anvil of eloquence, Communico dexterously hammers words into 
shape until they sparkle and have the strength to connect.

Superpower: Able to disarm with words alone.

TRUTHTRUTH



– THE MARKETING GURU

The CMO’s super sidekick is no slouch. A wizard at aligning thought 
leadership with marketing goals and promoting products and services 
through magical ideas. Don’t be fooled by the marketing muscle bulging 
through the costume, this superhero definitely has the brains of a don. And is 
also adept at devising offers you can’t refuse.

Superpower: Marketing magic.

– ENGAGING EMPLOYEES ALL OVER THE UNIVERSE

Some prefer a cudgel, others a hammer. For this superhero it’s all about the 
staff. Specifically, using thought leadership to build employer brand/employee 
value propositions and engage and retain good people in the workforce.

Superpower: Great at ‘sticky’ messages that differentiate the organization.

– GENERATING LEADS LIKE LIGHTNING

Apologies bloodhounds, Lead Hunter’s nose is a billion times more powerful 
than your canine snouts. It’s able to sniff out leads across the globe. And we 
don’t mean dog leads. New business lead generation and retention are these 
superheroes’ forte, so put your pipeline in safe hands.

Superpower: Making prospects take notice.

– SELL, SELL, SELL!

It’s as if you’re enchanted, beguiled, spellbound. Silver-tongued Super Seller 
provides the compelling information, context and narrative to help close the 
deal, turning prospects into customers. When Super Seller is about, wallets 
come out. With their trusty sidekick, Lead Hunter, they can sniff out leads 
across the globe. 

Superpower: Making prospects take notice. Kapow, Kerching! Money when 
it matters.
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Looking through The Leading Light’s magic lenses, let’s visit one possible future – 
a future where thought leadership has become an integral part of your company.

Introducing ‘The Leading Light’
Opening scene - 

Your CEO has an increasing profile across 
the media and is making inroads into the 

places that matter – policy networks, 
industry initiatives, the media – contributing 

real value to your sector. In turn, these 
meaningful conversations are also driving 

awareness of your great products and 
services. 

Your employees are productive and happy, 
powered by best practice insight and 

emotionally intelligent people management.

Your company has achieved a 
year of outstanding sales, with 
a lively growth in turnover and 
profitability. 

You have an effective strategy in 
place for the next 10 years, but 
one that’s agile if you need to 
react to a swift turn of events. 

You are known as a socially conscious 
company, monitoring and acting on the 
things that matter to the future of the 
world, such as equality and sustainability 
– all helping to increase trust and 
customer loyalty as well as showcasing 
the values that matter to you.

All aspects of your business are 
working in a virtuous loop, each 

section helping to advance the 
other and your mission as a whole. 

Everyone in your workplace feels 
that what they do matters. 
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Real-world impact

Reputation

Revenue

Relationships
52%

46%
44%

42%
40%

35%

30%
19%

31%

33%
28%

24%
14%

Increases customer loyalty

Profiles brand, products and services

Assists direction shift/new market entry 

Improves customer experience/engagement

Entertains audience

Differentiates your company from the competition

Increases revenue

Opens doors for the sales team

Establishes brand as authority in field

Demonstrates innovation

Helps your audience to become more knowledgeable

Supports policy agenda

Campaigns on ESG issues

The Pillars of Truth: breaking down the impact of thought leadership

Creators’ Survey. 

Source: iResearch Services

We asked 2,000 thought lead-
ership creators…

We asked 2,000 thought leadership creators… 

When considering thought leadership as a way to communicate the expertise and knowledge 
of your business and colleagues within it, what does thought leadership mean to you?
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What we’re describing here is the power 
of thought leadership to fundamentally 
transform both how you communicate 
with stakeholders, and how your company 
functions to deliver your core KPIs.

What Thought Leadership Delivers –  
Top Five Insights

For creators of thought leadership:

 ➜ 52% feel it increases customer loyalty
 ➜ 46% think it differentiated their company from the 

competition
 ➜ 44% say it increases revenue
 ➜ 42% believe it increases recognition as experts/authority 

in their field
 ➜ 40% think it demonstrated innovation

For digesters of thought leadership:

 ➜ 46% feel it increased customer loyalty
 ➜ 42% think it increased revenue
 ➜ 39% think it differentiated a company from the 

competition
 ➜ 37% say it demonstrates innovation
 ➜ 34% feel it gains individuals/companies recognition as 

experts/authorities

While creators and digesters of thought leadership appear to voice 
similar opinions on the value of thought leadership, those who are 
responsible for creating thought leadership are more bought into 
the benefits it can bring to a business. This presents an opportunity 
to persuade those who engage with thought leadership - the 
creators’ target audiences - of its true value, so they can become 
advocates and champions for thought leadership within their own 
organizations. This opens the door to greater transparency on how 
thought leadership can be used for commercial and cultural growth.



12Leading Lights: harnessing thought leadership superpowers for commercial and cultural success

Thought leadership consists of deep knowledge 
and original insight, used to inspire learning, best 
practice, innovation and sociocultural change. It 
means a person or organization who, by virtue 
of their knowledge and experience, can offer 
unique insights and solve problems. Think Michelle 
Obama and her work on girls’ empowerment1, 
Martin Lewis’s Money Saving Expert website and 
campaigns2, or McKinsey & Co.’s The Future of Work 
project3.

When used as a strategy by a company or 
organization, thought leadership will take a 
community-wide discussion and offer new, 
workable solutions. A business may conduct 
original research which adds to the knowledge 
base of a sector.

“We have to go back to being trusted. 
We have to start doing things that build 
communities, build followings, build 
rabid fans, as I think was a tagline for an 
IT company.”

Jennifer Smith
B2B Marketing Leader and Former CMO of 
Marketingprofs

For example, a company may have been 
particularly successful at restructuring its 
production around the principles of sustainability. 
It may seek to distill that knowledge to share it 
with others, inspiring change and best practice. 
It may seek to solve a problem experienced by 
consumers or its B2B client base – for example, 
how to improve logistics. Or it may simply conduct 
research that confirms that the status quo really is 
the best way of doing things.

An example of transformative thought 
leadership is HSBC’s Sustainability Hub4, which 
helps businesses transition to sustainable ways 
of working. It offers tailored, insight-informed 
guides and services, and showcases business 
sustainability success stories that promote best 
practice. HSBC announced at the end of 2022 
that it would end its financing of fossil fuel 
projects. Thought leadership can deliver real 
results.

Thought leadership can be used right across 
the organization – within Leadership and 
Senior Management, HR, IT and Infrastructure, 
Sales, Marketing and Communications, Insight, 
and Operations – to improve performance and 
productivity, and inspire. For example, research 
and insight can improve sales targeting, or 
conducting research on gender disparities can 
improve equality, with impacts on employee 
satisfaction and loyalty.

Our research 
found that over 
half of digesters 
of thought 
leadership 
use internal 
communications 
channels to 
share thought 
leadership 
content with 
colleagues and 
one third use 
an intranet or 
collaboration tool.

Scene two –  
What is thought leadership?

COMMUINCO
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As we have already seen, departments like Sales and Business Development play a key role in 
thought leadership. However, when we asked thought leadership digesters how engaged other 
employees across the company were with thought leadership, 39% said they were very engaged 
and 44% said somewhat engaged. This is good news, but there is room to expand the potential 
of thought leadership to transform organizations. 9% say other colleagues are not very engaged 
or not engaged at all and 4% said they don’t even discuss thought leadership with the wider 
organization – this is a missed opportunity to use thought leadership as an internal communication 
and engagement tool and to be able to collaborate better on meaningful issues.

Thought leadership has the capability to break down organizational silos and unproductive 
competition. By clarifying a true purpose, by using intelligence to inform action, and by contributing 
to the broader sector community, we can become a more collaborative world.

“True thought leadership is really determining a new approach to an underlying 
problem, whether present or future, as a collective rather than one part of the 
ecosystem. By solution building in collaboration, you cement your position as an 
authority in the ecosystem, especially in times of uncertainty. You build credibility 
not just at the customer level but through the whole industry chain.”

Gurpreet Purewal
Vice President Sales – Thought Leadership, iResearch Services

54% 50% 44% 43% 41%

Information Technology 
and Services Corporate Finance Financial Services Healthcare Marketing/Advertising

Which sectors show the highest employee engagement for thought 
leadership content?

Creators’ Survey. 

Source: iResearch Services

We asked 2,000 thought leadership creators… 

Other than individuals working on your company’s thought leadership programs, how engaged are the 
rest of your company’s employees with that content?
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The content world is overbaked. The challenge for thought leadership in 2023 and beyond is 
to develop quality content with original insights that digesters want to read. This report will 
address what that might look like.

“Oh, my gosh, it is such a problem. There is so much clutter out there and 
there is so much bad content out there. So thought leadership is really, really 
important for most B2B businesses. Not all. The first thing I would ask is, 
should we be doing thought leadership? 

Do our customers care about this? Will they read it? Do we have a unique 
point of view, all of those things? And then if the answers to those are yes, 
then you absolutely should be doing it, if it’s going to be impactful for your 
brand.”

Jennifer Smith
B2B Marketing Leader and Former CMO of Marketingprofs

Let’s unpack this further by looking at the multiple impacts of thought leadership.

Challenges for 2023: The need for quality and originality

Lastly, thought leadership will be authentic. While in theory, anyone 
can be a thought leader, they will not be offering opinions for 
the sake of it. Rather, the opinion will be informed, insightful and 
meaningful, resonating with clients and even the broader society.

It provides an opportunity to connect with different audiences, educate and offer 
resources to chosen marketplaces, to voice informed opinion, bring about change and 
communicate on a deeper level than any one content or marketing campaign. Ultimately, 
it is about building trust. These perspectives align strongly with post-pandemic corporate 
culture, where there has been a re-examination of purpose and a desire to create long-
term value for company stakeholders5.

“Because pure marketing is a method of getting information out to 
people, the actual content needs to be really credible and interesting, and 
educating as well, so we leverage and the whole team here gets involved 
in supporting the production of content to use in these marketing 
campaigns.”

Simon Barnby
CMO, Archax
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We commonly think of thought leadership as 
being an enhanced version of content marketing 
– perhaps content marketing with an original 
data twist. But there is far more to it. The Leading 
Light will guide you through the multidimensional 
impacts of thought leadership, shedding their 
radiant light on its transformative power, externally 
and internally.

More than content marketing –  
the beauty of authenticity

“Authenticity is key, not just for brand 
awareness, but to produce and publish 
valuable content for your industries. 
Consider social channels and how you 
share content on these channels as every 
consumer prefers to digest content in 
their own ways. Building advocacy and 
trust – and building relationships – are 
important on all levels.”

Shabnam Gangar
Vice President Marketing, iResearch Services

We are not disputing that thought leadership is 
intrinsic to content marketing. The desire by a 
company to ‘do’ thought leadership in the first 
place often comes from a need to find creative 
ways to promote its brand and its products/services 
without ‘selling’.

It is also a common perception 
that the marketing team 
leads on thought leadership. 
However, our survey shows 
a very different picture – one 
that demonstrates clear links 
between thought leadership 
and business development, 
as well as a growing trend 
for direct C-Suite, Sales and 
operational involvement.

Scene three –  
The multidimensional impacts of 
thought leadership 

CAPTAIN CONTENT
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It can be tempting to pump out large amounts of 
content over all channels. Our experience, however, 
tells us that less is more – fewer, well-researched 
pieces with plenty of exciting insights, alongside 
a strategic approach to communications and 
marketing, can cut through the noise.

If a company sees thought 
leadership as just content 
marketing, it is likely that it won’t 
have an impact, either externally 
or internally.

As seen in our research, thought leadership 
is integral to sales and business operations/
development as well as marketing and 
communications, evidenced by who takes a 
lead in the thought leadership process. But the 
organization needs to be committed to the cause 
to reap the requisite rewards.

Business 
development

38%

Marketing

32%

Business 
operations

32%

Sales

26% 24%

PR and 
communications

21%

Customer 
experience

20%

C-suite

18%

Insights / 
research

14%

Editorial

10%

Subject matter 
experts

Marketing, outreach, and operations lead the way

Creators’ Survey. 

Source: iResearch Services

Challenges for 2023: Less is more

We asked 2,000 thought leadership creators… 

Which departments produce thought leadership in your company?

“It’s very much about campaigns 
as a whole compared to business 
objectives. Reaching the right 
audiences, raising awareness in the 
right areas, whether for building trust 
and credibility, or contribution to the 
industry and to the wider community, 
not just existing customers. There’s a 
number of areas there that you have 
to factor in: you can’t just narrow it 
down to one piece of content or one 
person who’s actually responsible for 
that piece of content.”

Rachael Kinsella
Editor in Chief, iResearch Services
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Our survey of those who digest 
thought leadership showed that 
the top five departments that lead 
thought leadership are:

Business Development – 35% 
Marketing – 30% 
Business Operations – 28% 
PR & Communications – 28% 
Sales – 24%

For creators of thought leadership, 
the top five departments that lead 
thought leadership are:

Business Development – 31% 
Marketing – 29% 
Business Operations – 26% 
Insights/Research – 24% 
Sales and Customer Experience each 
scored – 23%

These findings reveal that thought 
leadership can be seen as part of a 
content marketing strategy but is just 
as likely to be a function of business 
operations, business development, 
and sales – reflecting the commercial 
implications and opportunities.

“From my point of view, the whole 
sales process over years and years 
has evolved. From a commercial 
standpoint, when we talk about the 
hard-to-reach target audience, I 
would like to term them as decision-
makers, or influencers, who are busy 
or constantly searching around to 
find the right suppliers, the right 
vendors, to get the right solution from 
them. 

And in this bargain, why thought 
leadership is necessary is because 
all these decision-makers have now 
evolved and become smart enough 
to do their own research before 
making the decision. And hence 
thought leadership comes into play. 
Before even making a decision, a 
client would do thorough research 
about whom they should work with. 
So thought leadership has always 
worked as a primary tool to be 
making an informed decision.”

Kevin Anthony 
Associate Director – Thought Leadership Sales, 
iResearch Services, Forging the Future with 
Thought Leadership, 2022

THE RESEARCHER
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And these elements must be aligned. A 
systemic literature review by Neuhaus et al. 
revealed that alignment between the thought 
leader and corporate brand is critical for 
perceived trust, competence, and authenticity6.

In a recent episode of the iResearch Services 
The Thought Leader’s Voice podcast on 
brilliance in B2B marketing, Keith Browning, 
Brand Marketing Global Lead at LinkedIn, talked 
about how they had strategically and creatively 
aligned thought leadership activity and 
research insights with their brand campaigns:

“The same thought leadership and 
research that we’re putting out 
into the world is actually how we’re 
creating our own campaigns. We have 
a content franchise called LinkedIn 
Collective, which is relatively new and 
only launched in the past few months, 
where we have this collective of voices 
from the industry speaking about 
these issues.

We also have a research body as 
part of our business called The B2B 
Institute, which is doing some world-
class primary research on a lot of 
topics very relevant to B2B marketers. 
We’re building our campaigns the 
way we talk about it to our thought 
leadership. So, we’re walking the talk 
from that perspective.”

Keith Browning
Brand Marketing Global Lead, LinkedIn

“Just make sure you’re really committed 
to it because it is a heavy, heavy effort, 
but it can have a huge impact on your 
ability to close deals faster, to get more 
inbound leads, to make your sales team 
do less outbound work.”

Jennifer Smith
B2B Marketing Leader and Former CMO of 
Marketingprofs

One way organizations are using thought leadership 
across both Sales and Marketing is by building 
dedicated hubs that bring together research, 
content and insight, as Rachael Kinsella, Editor in 
Chief at iResearch Services, cited as an example in 
a roundtable on the future of thought leadership in 
2022: “Building hubs that are Sales and Marketing 
together, so all of the content and editorial side 
of things comes into the insight - and if there is a 
dedicated research team within the company - but 
also Sales and Marketing are there working hand-in-
hand from a business development and growth and 
revenue generation perspective.”

The Leading Light brings 
enlightenment

Genuine thought leadership will always be part of 
a broader conversation, feeding and continuing 
active industry discussions, and adding insight. It 
will be strategically centered within the company’s 
values and have a mission to spark change 
internally and externally. Thought leadership 
will offer original research and insights that will 
stimulate conversations and offer new strategic 
directions – a social and organizational purpose – 
which in turn may engender interest in what the 
company creating thought leadership might offer.

When asked what types of content 
they were most likely to trust, 53% 
of our respondents that consume 
thought leadership said that research-
led content, followed by 22% for 
publishing-led articles. For those 
producing thought leadership, the 
figures are 64% and 30% respectively.

https://www.iresearchservices.com/events/on-demand-roundtable-forging-the-future-with-thought-leadership/
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Challenges for 2023: Relevance

Thought leadership topics can become outdated 
quickly. The best thought leadership in 2023 will 
be connected to broader conversations, enabling 
creators to address the issues that matter to 
their audience.

Rooting out false prophets

Thought leadership can play 
a critical role in combating 
misinformation. Our research 
on misinformation7 found that 
94% of business leaders thought 
misinformation posed a danger 
to business, but only 37% were 
‘very prepared’ to deal with its 
impact. Thought leadership 
can disseminate evidence and 
enhance trust.

84% of digesters of thought leadership in our 
current research felt that thought leadership can 
be an effective way of combating misinformation 
as part of a broader strategy.

“The question of how content 
marketing differs from thought 
leadership is a critical one. I’d argue 
that content marketing solves today’s 
problems and the authority of your 
product – all very important, of course. 

“But thought leadership is a few steps 
up. It is about sparking conversations, 
influencing the industry narrative, 
solving tomorrow’s problems and, in 
turn, boosting company recognition. It 
is less superficial, more ingrained, and 
ultimately services to build stand-out 
reputation and brand awareness more 
effectively, particularly as the world is 
awash with content.”

Yogesh Shah
CEO, iResearch Services

Challenges for 2023: 
Misinformation

Fake news is everywhere and is becoming 
increasingly sophisticated. It’s also tempting to 
be partisan when you are passionate about a 
subject. Thought leadership works best when 
it is grounded in fact and evidence, enhancing 
trust and reputation.

Yes, as part of a
broader strategy

84%

16%
No/Don’t know

An Effective Tool against 
Misinformation

Do you consider thought leadership to be an 
effective way of combating misinformation? 

Digesters' Survey. 

Source: iResearch Services
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47%

47%6%
Helps inform

decision making

No impact on it

Leads decision
making

Thought leadership assists 
decision-making for those who 
engage with it

How much influence does content have on 
your own decision making?

Digesters' Survey. 

Source: iResearch Services

Emotional connection

Thought leadership is generally thought to 
be a B2B niche. However, emotional brand 
identification has become more important, 
particularly with younger generations. 
Companies must be seen to be doing their bit 
when it comes to sustainability.

A McKinsey survey found that 66% of US 
respondents (and 77% of millennials) say 
they consider sustainability when making a 
luxury purchase10. However, greenwashing11 
is a reputational risk. Sustainability thought 
leadership offers that deep engagement 
because its outputs are more authentic 
and meaningful. The company adds to the 
conversation and is only indirectly selling a 
product or service.

Emotions and empathy are commonly thought 
of as prevalent within B2C marketing. However, 
Neuhaus et al. found that balancing functional 
and emotional messaging in B2B thought 
leadership was optimal12.

“Thought leadership content can 
facilitate that emotional connection 
to your company, by providing 
knowledge that elevates the company 
from anonymous employees to trusted 
advisers who have insights into their 
products and services.”

Yogesh Shah
CEO, iResearch Services

TRUTHTRUTH

THE DEFENDER

BARRIER BREAKER

20Leading Lights: harnessing thought leadership superpowers for commercial and cultural success



21Leading Lights: harnessing thought leadership superpowers for commercial and cultural success

Business leaders are increasingly 
thinking about their broader 
ecosystem – suppliers, stakeholders 
and other partners – and how to 
inspire change within it.

“Thought leadership was historically 
about challenging ways of thinking 
in industries, looking at what the 
future holds and building a bridge to 
that future. Because of the impact of 
thought leadership on brand value and 
recognition, it’s being channeled through 
Marketing. Everyone doing research, 
everyone’s their own publisher, and that’s 
led to a lot of cynicism.

“But now we see thought leadership 
going back to its origination, with 
companies wanting to become true 
thought leaders, working with their 
ecosystem of partners, transforming the 
way they work to deliver socially driven 
objectives, like sustainability.”

Gurpreet Purewal
Vice President Sales – Thought Leadership, iResearch 
Services

and emotional messaging in B2B thought

Tapping the organizational 
ecosystem

Thought leadership is also a way of thinking 
that gets to the organizational pulse of any 
company. How do you ensure your products 
or services are effective or, critically, won’t 
backfire commercially or reputationally? 
Because you are experts in your field, 
constantly learning about, engaging with and 
creating research.

What is the purpose of your company? Thought 
leadership can answer this question and is a 
means to continue the conversation about 
relevance and impact. How can you improve 
sales performance? By applying insights to 
more effective targeting and lead relationships.

Our study found that almost half of 
those surveyed who digest thought 
leadership (47%) said it leads their 
decision-making process. Another 
47% said thought leadership helped 
inform their decision-making process.

85% of respondents in our creator 
survey said thought leadership played 
a strategic role in their organization, 
that is, aligned to business objectives 
and specific business units.

57% of respondents in our creator 
survey said thought leadership affects 
their company’s revenue through 
customer/prospect conversations 
and relationship building and 55% 
through lead generation.

Our survey shows that thought 
leadership plays a broader role in 
organizations, affecting strategy, 
decision-making, sales and 
relationship-building.
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What is involved in becoming a thought 
leader? We see it as a series of stages, aimed 
at encouraging companies to understand their 
potential, see where they can add value, and work 
on developing a thought leadership strategy 
involving the creative use of thought leadership 
assets. The Leading Light is nothing if not 
organized! Let’s look at this more closely.

Getting to know your superpower:

Thought leadership works 
best when it aligns with your 
business, its values and purpose, 
its client base and where you 
can add value to them, and your 
experience and expertise.

There is a clear opportunity to use thought 
leadership programs to improve communication 
and educate on the issues that affect an industry in 
a way that supports a company’s purpose, culture 
and commercial strategies.

In our creators of thought leadership survey, 
we asked business leaders on a scale of 
0 to 5 (0 is not aligned at all, and 5 is the 
most aligned) how aligned their thought 
leadership is with company purpose, brand 
strategy, marketing 
communications 
and company 
culture. We record 
here those that 
answered 4 or 5 
(most aligned).

Brand strategy: 
68% 
Marketing 
communications: 
66% 
Company culture: 
65% 
Company purpose: 
64%

In our study, a 
clear majority of 
57% view thought 
leadership as a 
vehicle for growth.

Scene four –  
Harnessing your thought leadership 
superpowers

SPRINGBOARD
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Challenges for 2023: Maintaining 
momentum

It takes considerable resources and dedication to 
produce insightful content, and doing it alongside 
other commitments, such as family and jobs, 
risks burnout. Aligning thought leadership with 
your core business purpose can help you to focus 
your efforts towards not just producing amazing 
thought leadership but delivering ROI.

Industry conversations

What’s going on in the industry more broadly? 
What conversations are happening, and can 
your company bring fresh insights to add to 
that conversation?

Do you have some expertise on tackling the 
global skills gap? Have you been particularly 
effective at narrowing the gender pay gap or 
encouraging a more diverse workforce? Does 
your expertise in tech innovation allow you 
to respond to some of the major challenges 
facing our world?

It’s a truism that we often don’t know 
what we know. Engaging with thought 
leadership experts can help draw out our own 
superpower.

What’s your thought leadership superpower?

Creators’ Survey. 

Source: iResearch Services

Built brand sentiment 
and increased 
customer growth 

Increased new 
business acquisition 
and shown proven ROI 

Improved trust through share 
of voice and amplified 
our marketing initiatives  

Done nothing to improve 
engagement or revenue 

Supported our sustainability 
and ESG efforts

Guarded against 
misinformation and protected 
our corporate reputation 

57% 50% 46%

27% 19% 14%

We asked 2,000 thought leadership creators… 

What value has thought leadership brought to your organization?
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Communications strategy

What are the key themes and topics where can 
you add value? Do these align with your company 
business development and sales strategy? If not, 
what value do they add – is it brand awareness, 
policy networking, lobbying, or enhancing 
customer loyalty and lead generation?

Your thought leadership assets

What kinds of assets will you produce? This 
may include print, digital, events, social media, 
infographics, published content. Probably the most 
valuable of these is primary research, for example, 
a survey of your customers, which will generate 
insights of value to the industry as a whole. But 
it could also be an opinion generated from years 
of experience. Having a thought leader/face to a 
brand helps connect via the emotional quotient/
sentiments of your audience. 

Key questions to ask are: Is it original? Does it 
add value? Does it change the conversation?

“It’s about approachability. The way I 
would probably say, those three bullet 
points, is really about approachability, 
accessibility, and then a call to action. 
Is this work easy for me to understand? 
Is this work clear enough that I know 
what’s going on? Do I have a full context 
of what’s happening? Do I know what 
to do after I’ve read this piece? Is the 
piece strong enough to stand on its own 
without you there to explain it? And if 
that can be done, then you are in a good 
standing of what’s going on.”

Ali Ahmed
Director, Thought Leadership,  
Fidelity Investments

The vehicle

What are the best ways of disseminating 
thought leadership content? Communico, with 
their power of beautifully crafted messages, 
can help you! The best form of content may 
depend both on ‘what works’ and best practice 
for the industry as a whole. But importantly, 
it is about your organization and your audit 
of talent. If you are brilliant at conversations, 
in person or virtual events, podcasts and 
masterclasses might work well for you. 

“Thought leadership is no longer 
reliant on one single channel or 
medium – it’s best delivered and 
experienced through an omni-
channel, hybrid digital and real-life 
approach.”

Yogesh Shah
CEO, iResearch Services

47% of our thought leadership creators 
said primary research (where the 
company collects new data) was 
routinely available to them internally. 
When looking at external resources, the 
highest number of thought leadership 
creators (38%) said a social media 
agency was available to support. While 
not every company can do primary 
research and the research ecosystem 
should not be overwhelmed, there is 
room to consider how research can 
be better used as part of a thought 
leadership strategy.
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Shining the Leading Light - 
are you finding your audiences where they are seeking thought leadership?

Digesters' Survey. 

Source: iResearch Services

35%
35%

51%

59%

45%

Online content
Social media
Online events
Own website
In-person events

Creators

33%

28%

49%

59%

34%

Digital media
Online events
Social media
In-person events
Print media

Digesters

What makes people engage with thought leadership? Among our digesters of 
thought leadership, research and insight came out on top, at 53%, closely followed 
by informed opinions (48%). Different perspectives, industry expertise/information, 
and innovative content also appeal strongly at 43%, 41% and 40% respectively. 

How thought leadership looked (creative design) was not so important to 
digesters of thought leadership content - only 23% said this made them engage 
with thought leadership. Interestingly, only 14% said data had to be presented in 
a way that was easy to digest in order to engage. 

We asked creators and digesters of thought leadership which are the top five most effective ways of 
disseminating (creators) and consuming (digesters) their company’s thought leadership:
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Insights draw most attention

Digesters' Survey. 

Source: iResearch Services

53%

48%

43%

41%

40%

23%

14%

Research and insight

Informed opinions

Different perspectives

Industry expertise/information

Innovative content

Creative design

Easily digestible data presentation

Challenges for 2023:  
Getting noticed

It can be hard for content producers to grab the 
attention of their target audiences, particularly in 
the early stages. This is where honing the quality 
and relevance of insights to your audience and 
strategic communications is the key to getting 
noticed.

As LinkedIn’s Keith Browning 
commented on The Thought Leader’s 
Voice, “From my perspective, I think 
having a great creative idea is always 
a good start, something that has 
got to actually cut through and get 
attention is key. I mean, if no one sees 
the work, it’s already game over.”

Our findings point to the opportunity to present 
thought leadership content strategically across 
multiple, complementary channels – through 
marrying online content and events, for 
example.

Moreover, it reveals that the kind of information 
digesters of thought leadership value is content 
driven by research and insight, informed 
opinions and expertise, diverse perspectives 
and innovation.

What makes you want to engage with thought leadership?
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“Consider your funnels and what stages 
you are at with your clients. Factor in all 
marketing activities and how they blend 
with thought leadership. Have a balance. 
This could be focusing on sustained 
campaigns and leveraging thought 
leadership through different activities, 
which can be through digital activations, 
events, partnerships, and so forth.”

Shabnam Gangar
Vice President Marketing, iResearch Services

Measure, analyze and pivot

Invoke the powers of Major Measure and Data 
Cruncher! Agree targets and collect data on your 
thought leadership campaigns. Act on what you 
find out, even if it might mean ripping up some of 
your carefully laid plans.

But is there something to know about how 
thought leadership impact analysis is different 
from content marketing? We’d argue yes. Thought 
leadership impacts normally include reputation, 
relationships and revenue. There is no agreed 
formula, but impact analysis might include a 
combination of traditional marketing KPIs, volume 
of speaking engagements – particularly invitations 
– and a reasonable lead attribution model.

“There’s no agreement on lead 
attribution models and there are so 
many possible touchpoints between 
client and business generated that it 
is easy to find gaps in any particular 
approach used. It is a messy business. 
What may be a success for Marketing 
may not be the same for other 
departments. Was the success due to 
the salesperson or the content?

“What works best is a mixed metric, 
tiered approach to get a balance of 
various measures – reach, awareness, 
engagement, authority, relevance, trust 
and influence. For thought leadership, 
you might track monthly return 
visitors, engaged email subscribers and 
social media conversations.”

Yogesh Shah
CEO, iResearch Services

There is no consistency in the 
way creators of thought 
leadership measure its 
impact and ROI, although the 
majority of creators believe in 
the value of measurement. 
A combination of tools is 
currently used. 

IGNITRA
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Companies See Clear Returns Despite Disparity Of Measurement

Despite being hard to measure, close to half see clear ROI and new business benefits

Our thought leadership creators in the following sectors told us that their thought 
leadership has increased new business acquisition and shown proven ROI

Creators' Survey. 

Source: iResearch Services

59%

54%

53%

53%

50%

50%

Healthcare

Professional Services

Information Technology and Services

Telecoms

Media/Entertainment/Publishing

Financial Services

49%

49%
47%

45%
45%

44%
38%

Hospitality/Tourism

Transportation/Logistics

Marketing/Advertising

Corporate Finance

Retail & Consumer Goods

Industrial, Energy and Materials

Non-Profit/Charity/Social Services

>50%

<50%

44%

42%

40%

37%

34%

27%

Marketing channel metrics

22%

We don’t measure results from our
Thought Leadership programs2%

We don’t see the value in
measuring Thought Leadership1%

Customer surveys

Combination of marketing and PR metrics

Sales leads and attribution

Internal/employee surveys

Return on investment ROI metrics/tool

PR metrics

A Fragmented Measurement Landscape

Creators' Survey. 

Source: iResearch Services

We asked 2,000 thought leadership creators…

How does your company currently measure thought leadership results?
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Closing scene –  
The Leading Light heads for the 
future: Top 10 trends

TREND 1

Less is more: In a world awash 
with content, marketers will need 
to do more with less. Quality and 
depth, mediated through multiple 
assets used strategically, matters for 
maximum impact.

TREND 2

Purpose, People, Planet: Purpose-
orientated thought leadership is 
becoming increasingly critical, to be 
shortly joined by people and planet. 
Companies are aligning with a social 
and environmental purpose.

TREND 3

Taking the pulse: ‘Pulse of the 
market’ content, focused on responses 
to and use of new technologies 
such as the metaverse and AI, and 
global/community issues such as 
sustainability and diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI), will continue to grow.

TREND 4

Emotions: Emotional connection 
will become more important to 
B2B marketing. Emotions drive 
purchasing decisions, particularly as 
we are increasingly driven to online 
engagement. This also feeds into 
internal communications, employee 
engagement and wellbeing in 
turbulent times.

TREND 5

Personalization: There will be deep 
upgrades to the UX/UI on how you 
digest thought leadership, creating 
the possibility for more personalization 
based on categorization of your 
audience type.

What does the future hold for thought leadership? Our superheroes travel 
through time to identify the Top 10 trends for thought leaders everywhere!
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TREND 6

Seat at the table: Thought 
leadership will become integral 
to how a company works, leading 
to communications centralization 
and chief thought leaders sitting 
under the CEO office, playing a key 
role within the C-Suite. Thought 
leadership marketing budgets will 
double in the next five years. In our 
study, 68% of digesters of thought 
leadership say one individual is in 
charge of thought leadership in 
their organization and even more 
(85%) creators of thought leadership 
say one person leads their thought 
leadership efforts. This speaks to a 
growing trend of the importance of 
thought leadership within a company 
and the need for accountability 
and leadership focused on 
thought leadership strategy and 
implementation.

TREND 7

Influencers: Influencer marketing 
will be prevalent, blurring the lines 
between thought leadership and 
content marketing even further. The 
use of new tools like Instagram Reels, 
YouTube Shorts, TikTok, Clubhouse 
and many more (they will evolve) will 
be used to share messages and we’ll 
see thought leadership campaigns 
take a very different shape to 
traditional report and email models. 

TREND 8

Data innovation: Faster insights 
and more modes of data apart from 
traditional surveys, data science, 
social media listening, intent data, 
competitor research and more will 
shape the narrative and insights.

TREND 9

Share of thought: Traditional analytics 
are guided by share of voice and share of 
search. There will be accepted, industry-
standard innovations in analytics to 
gauge share of thought.

TREND 10

Talent: Brands need to invest in 
learning and development in their 
workforces because technology drives 
skills agility. Thought leadership will 
be critical to this, as well as necessary 
to attract talent and work with people 
who share the same values.
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Series preview –  
The amazing adventures of The 
Leading Lights Super Squad

Thought leadership communications are changing 
constantly, so it’s a good job we have a team of 
superheroes to help us adjust to the complex 
universe of variables that challenge how we 
communicate with the world.

Our upcoming series of snapshots will illuminate 
our quest to explain the role of thought leadership 
in different sectors and business units, shining a 
new light on the challenges and opportunities that 
can be addressed through thought leadership. 
Here’s a sneak preview…

Over 2023, we are planning sector reports 
on financial services, healthcare, marketing, 
communications and sales, energy; and 
technology, media and telecommunications. We'll 
be drawing on our research on 4,000 creators and 
digesters of thought leadership, as well as talking 
to leading experts in their field.

In each report we will cover:

 ➜ How can thought leadership be used to 
the greatest effect in your sector?

 ➜ What do digesters of thought leadership 
want to see and how should it be 
delivered?

 ➜ Who should be responsible for thought 
leadership internally? 

 ➜ What are the big trends, issues and 
challenges that thought leadership can 
address in your sector?

Here’s a sneak peek at some of the exclusive 
industry insights on the value of thought 
leadership to specific sectors:

SPRINGBOARD

BARRIER BREAKER

THE LEADING LIGHT

CAPTAIN CONTENT

EARTH ANGEL
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Financial Services: Building Customer Loyalty, 
Improving Reputation and Increasing Revenue

55% of our financial services thought leadership creators say that 
thought leadership increases customer loyalty, 47% say it gains 
recognition for their company or key individuals as experts/authority 
in their field and 46% say it increases revenue.

Healthcare: The importance of research and unearthing insights

58% of healthcare consumers of thought leadership say they are 
most likely to trust research-led content. 34% say they are more 
likely to trust publishing-led articles. The highest number – 62% 
- say they are more likely to engage with research and insights-
based thought leadership.

Marketing and advertising: Marketers understand the true value of 
thought leadership

52% of the digesters of thought leadership surveyed in Marketing 
say thought leadership leads their decision-making. 44% say it 
helps inform their decision-making. Only 4% say it has no impact.

Energy: Strategic thought leadership is becoming increasingly 
important

71% of creators of thought leadership in the industrial, energy 
and materials sector say their company has a specific thought 
leadership strategy and 18% say they are working on it.

Technology, Media and Telecoms: The fight against misinformation

83% of thought leadership readers in information technology 
and services, and 81% in media and communications, say thought 
leadership helps combat misinformation.

Sign up for our Leading Lights and sector-focused updates to get 
more of these insights throughout 2023.

https://forms.monday.com/forms/5a50db09299a91fdecbad46161551a3d


Thought leadership content engages the vast majority of employees across 
all industries

Digesters' Survey. 

Source: iResearch Services

43%

44%

50%

54%

41%

37%

37%

31%

33%

30%

34%

35%

32%

Very
engaged

Somewhat
engaged

Not very engaged / 
at all / don't care

Healthcare

Financial Services

Corporate Finance 

Industrial, Energy and Materials

Information Technology and Services

Media/Entertainment/Publishing

Marketing/Advertising

Telecoms

Professional Services

Retail & Consumer Goods

Hospitality/Tourism

Non-Profit/Charity/Social Services

Transportation/Logistics

39%

43%

43%

50%

50%

47%

47%

45%

45%

42%

49%

39%

37%

17%

14%

8%

15%

11%

20%

16%

14%

21%

27%

14%

26%

21%

We asked 2,000 digesters of thought leadership…

Other than individuals working on your company’s thought leadership programs, how engaged are 
the rest of your company’s employees with that content?
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The Leading Light and The Super Squad creative concept by Rachael Kinsella

Characters created by Rachael Kinsella, Yi Ling Huang and Anna Kretschmer

Writing – Dr Deborah Talbot with additional content by Rachael Kinsella

Editing – Rachael Kinsella and Yi Ling Huang

Superhero profiles – Rob Gray

Data journalism, data visualizations and design – Yiannis Antypas, Marilena Polyviou and Hasan Eslik

Marketing – Shabnam Gangar, Madelaine Oppert, Naina Purandare, Reece Hyman and Mohit Shinde

Design – Sara Hopper, Rebecca Holloway and Sumeet Arya 

Illustrations – Rebecca Holloway

Research Methodology

iResearch Services surveyed 4,000 business leaders, broken down into specific questions for 2,000 thought 
leadership content creators and 2,000 digesters of thought leadership content, in November 2022.

Industries:

• Healthcare
• Financial Services
• Corporate Finance
• Industrial, Energy and Materials
• Information Technology and Services
• Media/Entertainment/Publishing
• Marketing/Advertising
• Telecoms
• Professional Services
• Retail & Consumer Goods
• Hospitality/Tourism
• Law
• Non-Profit/Charity/Social Services
• Transportation/Logistics

About this report
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Countries:

• USA
• Canada
• UK
• France
• Germany
• The Netherlands
• Belgium
• Luxembourg
• Switzerland
• Spain
• Italy
• Sweden
• Norway
• Denmark
• Brazil
• Mexico
• India
• China
• Hong Kong
• Singapore
• ANZ
• Japan

Job titles:

• C-Suite: all roles
• Partners/Managing Partners/Head Partners
• VP/Directors of heads of departments
• Heads of Marketing
• Strategic Marketing Director/Heads
• Marketing Directors - Brand, 

Communications, and Campaigns
• Heads of Insights & Measurement, Global 

CPG
• Directors, Market Insight
• Content Directors/Heads of Content/VPs of 

Content/Content Marketing Leads
• Heads of Thought Leadership

• Directors of Thought Leadership
• Heads of Corporate Communications/

Corporate Communications Directors
• Heads of Communications/

Communications Directors
• Heads of/Directors of External 

Communications
• Senior Content Managers
• Heads of Content and Communications
• Editorial Directors/Editors-in-Chief/

Managing Editors
• Editors
• Global Public Relations Managers
• Heads of Public Relations
• Public Relations Directors
• Directors of Growth Marketing
• Directors of Research & Insights
• Heads of Insight/Directors
• Research Directors/Heads of Research
• Corporate Reputation and Brand 

Communications Heads/Leads
• Global Thought Leadership Strategy, 

Content and Activation Managers
• Business Development Partners
• Heads of Business Development/Business 

Development Director 
• (Senior) Business Development Managers
• Heads of Public Affairs
• Public Affairs Directors
• Heads of Policy and Advocacy
• Policy Directors
• Corporate Reputation Managers/Directors/

Specialists/Partners
• HR Directors/CPO/Heads of/VPs HR or 

Employee Engagement
• HR Partners
• Sales Directors/Heads of Sales/VPs Sales
• Chief Regulatory Officers/Heads of 

Regulation and Compliance
• Directors/VPs/Heads of Sustainability or ESG
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Useful Resources: 

On-Demand Roundtable Forging the Future with thought leadership

Thinkwise: Your Guide to Building Thought Leadership

The Thought Leader’s Voice Podcast
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http://www.iresearchservices.com/report/the-new-reality-mitigating-the-risks-of-misinformation
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E0y6VTiBMXs
http://www.clientearth.org/what-we-do/priorities/greenwashing/
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About iResearch Services

iResearch Services is a global B2B thought leadership and marketing agency that supercharges 
growth through the fusion of data-driven insight, expert guidance and strategic activation. 

Research is at the heart of everything we do, which is why our evidence-based research knowledge 
empowers global brands across industry sectors to connect with their audiences, to build digital trust 
and, in return, be respected as thought leaders. We provide enterprise companies and their executives 
with unparalleled, innovative insights, helping them to generate demand, build influence, and 
enhance credibility. 

Our proprietary research methodologies and innovative technologies ensure our insights are 
independent, objective, and bespoke. Our all-encompassing service, from research to thought 
leadership and lead generation, has made us the partner of choice for the world’s biggest brands. 

Contact us to become a client:

UK: +44 20 3965 6776
Email: thoughtleadership@iresearchservices.com
Website: www.iresearchservices.com

Stay connected
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Get in touch
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