
THOUGHT LEADERSHIP

M
y son’s recent birthday heralded 
the arrival of a new set of Top 
Trumps playing cards. I loved 
them as child – portable and 

intuitive to play, they saw me through  
long car journeys, rainy Sundays and the 
occasional chemistry lesson. It turns out 
that, amid the iPads and apps, children  
still enjoy them.

Simplicity is the key to the game’s 
timeless appeal, where one example of a 
genre is assessed for how it compares to 
another. Which car has the most powerful 
engine, what animal can run fastest and 
who has scored the most goals? You can 
easily gauge who’s best at what and who’s 
best overall.

ADDING VALUE
The challenge when positioning financial 
services organisations is, alas, less easy.  
Putting aside price or word-of-mouth,  
how do people distinguish or differentiate 
one insurer, accountant or broker  
from another? 

The answer lies in developing a bank of 
thought leadership, which harnesses the 
intelligence and insight that resides within 
companies and uses it to raise their profile 
and engage audiences on the things that 
really concern them.  

When potential customers are looking 
to be informed and understand pressing 
issues, it is companies that demonstrate 
authority and provide insight that will offer 

major economic, social, technological and 
demographic trends really mean to their 
industry and people’s lives.

There is, however, a growing and 
worrying trend to label all research-based 
projects or content as thought leadership. 
Without careful consideration, there is 
a danger that content labelled thought 
leadership will fall flat, failing to provide 
the all-important ‘wow’ moment and 
undermining the brand they intend  
to promote.

Like Top Trumps, the appeal of providing 
people with insights and answers is 
timeless. Many financial services brands are 
reaping rewards by developing compelling 
thought leadership platforms, building 
brand profile and authority on issues that 
matter to their audience. It is this approach 
that makes them stand out from the pack.

There’s more to thought leadership than curating marketing 
copy. It’s about building chemistry with your audience 
through developing new insights that provide answers  
to their most pressing issues, says KEITH BROOKBANK.
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SPEED READ
•	Adding value is key to thought leadership 
•	Bridges the gap between marketing, PR and sales 
•	Demonstrates authority and provides insight
•	ROI must be effectively measured

relevance and meaning for their  
target market.   

According to Michelle Arnold, Head  
of Marketing and Communications, BLME, 
good thought leadership raises questions, 
creates a discussion, demonstrates 
expertise and is interesting. ‘You can’t  
be a good thought leader unless you  
add some value,’ she says.

BRIDGING THE GAP 
Financial services firms such as Fidelity 
and Retirement Advantage build relevant 
thought leadership platforms with which 
to engage people, be they consumers  
or intermediaries, in their 
purchasing journeys. 

As Stephanie Condra, 
Retirement Market 
Strategist, AXA Investment 
Managers, says: ‘Clients are 
smart and don’t want to be 
explicitly sold to all the time. 
Why not bring them something  
of value while you’re trying to  
build the relationship?’

Effective thought leadership can 
bridge the gap between marketing and 
sales, creating commercial opportunities 
by opening up conversations about the 
issues that really matter to clients and 
prospects. From cyber security 
and robo-advice to women in 
business, organisations are 
fighting hard to explain what 
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THOUGHT LEADERSHIP

‘EFFECTIVE THOUGHT LEADERSHIP CAN BRIDGE THE GAP 
BETWEEN MARKETING, PR AND SALES, CREATING COMMERCIAL 
OPPORTUNITIES BY OPENING UP CONVERSATIONS.’

THOUGHT LEADERSHIP DEFINED
Thought leadership is a marketing discipline 
used to establish an organisation as an authority 
in a particular field in order to achieve a 
commercial goal. Done well, thought leadership 
combines the best of applied research, PR, 
marketing and sales to create a programme  

of activity and content that can be used to  
gain new business by improving understanding  
of a pressing issue or problem.

Thought leadership is often collaborative in 
nature, where organisations work alongside 
customers, partners and stakeholders to develop 
thinking and new ideas that benefit all parties.

8. ENGAGEMENT 
Neil Bird, Senior Business Development 
and Marketing Manager, Baker & McKenzie, 
believes targeting is critical to engagement, 
commenting: ‘It’s all too easy for teams 
to produce unthinking, unchallenging 
and overly wordy generic material that 
people simply haven’t got time to read. 
Increasingly, I’m seeing organisations highly 
target their marketing efforts to clients with 
thought leadership needing to follow suit.’

9. ACTION-ORIENTED
The best thought leadership material 
encourages fresh thinking, makes firm 
recommendations and encourages people 
to take action. Content often addresses 
pressing industry or societal challenges, 
lending itself to both policy and industry 
recommendations. By maintaining a focus 
on action, effective thought leadership 

material lines up future activity and 
areas for further exploration. 

10. VISIBILITY 
Thought leaders need 

followers, so your material 
must be easy to find. Creative 
distribution, good SEO and 
effective use of owned, earned 
and paid media all help you get 

the recognition you deserve. And, 
while there’s an understandable 
obsession with digital metrics, 
visibility could mean speaking  
and being accessible at a leading 
industry event or conference. 

1. AUTHENTICITY 
The thought leadership 
theme needs to be an issue 
or challenge where you have 
existing expertise and can 
practise what you preach. Walk 
the talk or disgruntled employees 
and sceptical customers will be quick 
to point out inconsistencies and your 
investment will be wasted.

2. COMMERCIAL FOCUS 
Thought leadership marketing is ultimately 
about creating commercial opportunities 
through the power of ideas and insight.  
Any thought leadership programme  
should be judged by an appropriate  
return on investment.

3. A FRESH APPROACH 
It is critical that thought leadership 
explores issues or challenges from a fresh 
perspective. That might be achieved 
by looking at issues through a different 
societal, economic or environmental lens. 
Dominic King, former Global Research 
Manager, Grant Thornton has this advice: 
‘Are you looking at things from a new angle, 
are you adding a fresh perspective or are 
you just regurgitating what someone else 
has said?’

4. COLLABORATION 
Thought leadership marketing works best 
when it is run together with specific clients 
and prospects. By collaborating with your 
audience, listening to and understanding 

the issues that concern them, 
you can be assured that your 
thought leadership topic is 
fit for purpose by addressing 

‘real world’ pain points. 

5. FORWARD-THINKING
Thought leadership helps to shape 
the agenda and anticipate future 
trends and events. By focusing on 

emerging and important trends, you can 
demonstrate that you are adding value to 
clients and prospects and doing your bit 
for the industry and society as a whole. 

6. EVIDENCE
A robust evidence base is critical to 
thought leadership marketing. You  
must have the data to back up any  
claims or arguments. Importantly, 
however, the data gathering exercise 
usually involves an exploratory 
phase finding out what you don’t 
already know, and a more 
deductive phase where you 
test some of your  
theories about specific  
issues and challenges. 

7. OPINION
Genuine insight and informed 
opinion sets thought leadership 
material apart from standard 
research material. Numbers,  
quotes and related data are  
all well and good, but what do  
they mean and why does it matter? 

10 essential thought leadership ingredients


