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Preface

Many people mistake my  
passion for discipline.

— Luciano Pavarotti

It began as a love affair for me. I fell in love with thinking puzzles. Not 
the recreational kind but the practical kind. Sitting with a napkin and 
thinking through some challenge I had or had heard about. Doodling 
in notebooks and spending a day wandering physically in a whimsical 
way while my mind ruminated with obsessive focus around one idea, 
pure heaven. The struggle to create clarity around a particular idea 
became my grand obsession. It has never been a chore but rather 
a passionate pastime. It’s something I will do when I am tired and 
just as a great song can refresh a tired soul, cracking some thinking 
code seems to bring me to life. To be able to turn that passion into a 
profession — no, a vocation — has been a true blessing.

I don’t normally share this obsession in public but since I was 
asked to write the preface in the first person I felt it might help you, 
the reader, to have a little bit of background as to where all this comes 
from.

This has been my default thinking space since I can remember. As 
a struggling teen in a dysfunctional family, I found solace in the works 
of the 1980s Thought Leaders. A family friend gave me a copy of Brian 
Tracy’s tapes and with a linguistic prowess he changed my thinking, 
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shifted paradigms and rocked my world. It was a great honour to then 
have the privilege in 1993 to host him as the keynote speaker 10 years 
on at a conference I was running. He did not disappoint; he is a great 
thinker and a commercially smart one to boot.

My rock stars don’t do drugs, they don’t trash hotel rooms and they 
don’t pursue the celebrity gained for light entertainment and selling 
tabloid magazines. They are professionally famous and are able to 
endure for years. In a way this celebrity gets better with age!

Since then it has been my privilege to work with thousands of 
great thinkers. Each one is unique in their perspective and contributes 
their little piece of magic to this small blue dot in the universe. Surely, 
humanity’s ability to create a world to live in and alter it is the greatest 
opportunity (and possible threat) to our continued planetary existence 
and evolution as a species. At the time of writing, the Thought 
Leaders Community numbers over 1000 people. That’s a tribe of 
cross-category, multidisciplinary innovators who come together to 
make the world a better place — a better place in which to live and 
work. Is there anything grander than that?

There is, however, a difference between ideas that matter and mental 
masturbation. I have always felt a major disconnect with thinking for 
its own sake. My key filter has always been: ‘So what?’ How does one 
particular piece of thinking help tackle a problem that needs solving? 
It’s for this reason that this book focuses on the idea of commercial 
success. The ultimate test of value in my mind is a commercial 
application for any specific piece of thinking. I love to hear stories of 
academics who take a great idea and become entrepreneurs. I think 
business, like a surgeon’s scalpel, can do good or bad; it depends on 
the wielder and the intent. So, this is not a book on capitalism, but 
rather a book on how clever people can be commercially smart with 
their ideas. The money or commerce is simply a way of keeping score.

As I write this preface some of these great people have used 
the power of Thought Leadership to create sustainable solutions to 
environmental issues. Some have built orphanages and revolutionized 
altruism in the process; some have even found a simple solution to 
providing fresh drinking water in Africa. In each case commercially 
smart Thought Leadership has made the world a better place. Some 
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of these Thought Leaders are revolutionizing educational platforms 
around the world, making sure schools are run on twenty-first century 
pedagogical principles. Thought Leaders are consulting on projects 
that range in significance from how to serve others through to how 
to completely transform the future of how we live. Of the hundreds 
of amazing stories already in place, we have selected a few to act as 
inspirations and guiding lights for you and your Thought Leadership. 
We hope you get as much from them as we do.

This book is a call to action for you to think well! We want you to 
capture your great ideas, package them up so you can share them with 
others and then ensure that your ideas do something great — that they 
get out into the world and are so valued that you get commercially 
rewarded for them.

Roman philosopher Marcus Tullius Cicero once said: ‘I prefer 
tongue-tied knowledge to ignorant loquacity.’ In this I feel he called 
on all Thought Leaders past, present and future to prioritize message 
over method. Not message instead of method, but rather a focus on 
making message a priority. This is the essence of what we mean by 
‘capture’ in the book’s subtitle.

American author Oliver Wendell Holmes once said: ‘Give me 
simplicity on the other side of complexity.’ In this he was asking for 
Thought Leaders to smarten down (not dumb down) their ideas so 
that they can be accessed by more people more of the time. This is the 
essence of what we mean by ‘package’ in the subtitle.

And, finally, anthropologist Margaret Mead once said: ‘Never 
underestimate the power of a small group of like-minded people to 
change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has!’ In this I 
feel she was saying that there is often no wisdom in crowds and that 
the leading thinkers of our time need to develop a bias for action 
and not, like scholars of the past, stand idly by in ivory towers while 
poor thinking takes root in society and brings down all the good that 
humanity can still achieve. This is the essence of what we mean by 
‘deliver’ in the subtitle.

With this spirit of like-minded people to which Mead refers, I’d 
also like to use this opportunity to recognize the amazing work of 
my co-authors Michael and Scott. Both have been engaged by some 
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of the leading companies on the planet — which have sought their 
wisdom, expertise and Thought Leader capabilities to help drive 
results in organizations. They are brothers in arms, as are all Thought 
Leaders, on this journey to raise consciousness by inspiring thinking 
that facilitates conversations that rock the planet.

Imagine a place where great thinkers can come together, financially 
resourced, strong in their views, articulate in expressing them and 
focused on value. What a force they could be. What kind of legacy 
could a group like that make? It would be a kind of immortality. 
A loosely put together carbon structure of genes and DNA seems 
doomed to entropy and finally death. But a collection of ideas, a meme 
pool, will and always has served the world long after the grey matter 
responsible for it has passed.

But only if it’s more than talk!
Don’t just think about it, do something.

Matt Church
Founder, Thought Leaders Global
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Introduction

The rebirth of Thought Leadership

Thought Leadership is nothing new. In ancient Rome, the Republic 
was built on the writings and oration of its leading thinkers. Today, 
politicians still form and communicate their opinions and policies in 
the written and spoken word. In every organization and business that 
exists today, there are Thought Leaders. It is the Thought Leaders 
who lead their industry as specialists and subject-matter experts, build 
businesses in new areas and create social venture projects to better 
communities.

These Thought Leaders may be in official positions of leadership 
with title and tenure, but they may also exist throughout communities 
and organizations as creative individuals who inspire higher levels of 
thinking and action in others. 

The challenge is that there are currently not enough Thought 
Leaders and we as societies are missing out on the opportunities 
that they can create. Indeed many technological, philosophical and 
business advances can be attributed to a Thought Leader who decided 
to do something different from what had been done before. They 
grasped a unique idea and were driven in its pursuit to allow this new 
approach to emerge as the dominant new way of thinking or doing — 
creating leverage beyond themselves.

It is our intention as the authors of this work to encourage both 
individuals and organizations to nurture and develop their Thought 
Leadership. The book is about the way you capture, package and share 
your ideas with those around you for competitive advantage.

Meanings and definitions of Thought Leadership

The term Thought Leadership was first coined in 1994 by Joel 
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Kurtzman, then the editor-in-chief for the magazine Strategy and 
Business. It was he who said that Thought Leaders are those people 
who possess a distinctively original idea, a unique point of view, or an 
unprecedented insight into their industry. 

There are several definitions of Thought Leadership. Leading 
mark et ing website www.raintoday.com defines Thought Leadership 
as follows:

Thought Leadership centres on earning trust and credibility. Thought 
Leaders get noticed by offering something different — information, 
insights and ideas, for instance. Thought Leadership positions you 
and your company as an industry authority, a resource and trusted 
advisor by establishing your reputation as a generous contributor to 
your industry.

The Economist Intelligence Unit said:

Traditional approaches to business to business marketing are losing 
their impact. Today, business to business marketers are turning 
towards Thought Leadership as a way to differentiate their products 
and services in an increasingly competitive market.

Marketing blogger of Symantec and Apple fame Elise Bauer has said:

Thought Leadership is the recognition from the outside world 
that the company deeply understands its business, the needs of its 
customers and the broader marketplace in which it operates.

She goes on to describe the key attributes of a Thought Leader. For 
her, these include a spirit of generosity, and the ability to cultivate 
communication with the press, write prolifically, speak often and 
build an online presence around your key ideas.
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What makes a Thought Leader?

A Thought Leader is a subject-matter expert who has unique insights 
or perspectives to share in their area of expertise. Their ideas are 
packaged in an accessible and usually attractive format, and they are 
distributed to a market that is hungry for their insights in direction 
and solutions to problems. The ideas that they offer are often powerful 
enough to shift or contribute to the future direction of an industry, 
community or even a whole way of thinking.

Thought Leaders are prevalent in areas as wide ranging as: 
marketing, accounting, sales, fitness, budgeting, design, website devel-
op  ment, innovation, dieting, presentation skills, writing, cooking, 
gardening, graphic design, entrepreneurial skills, project manage-
ment, public relations, leadership development, coaching, mentoring, 
facilitating, film making, art, podcasting, blogging, game design, 
creativity, futurism, computer pro gramming, social planning, event 
management, training, psychology, education, anthropology, charity 
fundraising, organizational development, business consulting, 
nutrition, law, and storytelling — practically any existing field of work 
or thought that you can think of.

However, having a thorough knowledge and unique insights 
into a topic is only the beginning of Thought Leadership. Of equal 
importance is the Thought Leader’s ability to get their ideas out there 
into the market and provide solutions. Initially, Joel Kurtzman and  
his team used the term ‘Thought Leader’ as internal jargon to desig-
nate their interview subjects who had business ideas that merited 
attention for publication in their magazine.

Among the first of those who were designated as ‘Thought Leaders’ 
was British management thinker Charles Handy, who advanced the 
idea of a ‘portfolio worker’. He suggested this strange new concept 
that workers do not have to have only one job in their working life but 
may go through several career changes; a career might even extend to 
include the idea of a person serving multiple parts or working roles 
within one or multiple businesses. The employee could simply move 
around the business as and when needed, contributing to projects and 
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leadership with their particular expertise or skill set where required at 
any given time.

Since Charles Handy first wrote about the concept, the ‘portfolio 
worker’ idea has been embraced around the world. Now, a Thought 
Leader is generally responsible for creating, packaging and distributing 
ideas and intellectual property that allows them to offer significant 
value to projects and organizations. Since 1994, and particularly 
since the beginning of the twenty-first century, Thought Leadership 
has been embraced across a variety of business sectors, including all 
organizations from corporate to small–medium traders, as well as 
being developed and sold by entrepreneurs and even within not-for-
profit and government organizations.

Initially, Thought Leadership was a supplementary title usually 
bestowed on an individual by others as a flattering description. All 
that changed early in the new millennium as the Thought Leadership 
development curriculum was instigated in commercial circles. 
Increasingly, people began to ask the questions: ‘How do I learn to do 
what you do? How do I construct my ideas in such a compelling and 
unique manner that positions me — and often my organization — as 
a Thought Leader?’

With more and more people expressing their ideas and passion 
for learning, as well as their desire to become more commercially 
successful by adding the increased value that Thought Leadership  
can provide to their customer or market, the Thought Leader was 
born. The intent for supporting clever people to become commercially 
intelligent became widespread. At the time of writing, Thought 
Leaders exist across the globe, all linked by this simple concept and 
through their commitment to mastering their ability to help others, 
leverage their ideas and make a difference. Such innovative and 
results-driven activity is what Thought Leadership is all about.

Those skills are the focus of this book. They will empower you to 
develop, capture, package and distribute your ideas and intellectual 
property with an easy-to-learn approach to building your Thought 
Leadership.
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THOUGHT LEADERSHIP CATEGORIES 

entrepreneur build, grow and leverage one or 
more commercial businesses

intrapreneur work internally within an organization 

infopreneur sell their ideas to others to assist them  
in being commercially smarter

socialpreneur use expertise to make a difference in 
social and community ventures

introduction

Where do Thought Leaders appear?

Thought Leadership can be found in numerous locations in numerous 
people, be they self-employed, working in a private/public or not-for-
profit organization, or within corporate commercial bodies. They are 
not simply managers or people in elevated positions of authority. They 
often are those that hold a unique perspective and have an ability to 
inspire others to act. To highlight the wide scope of application for 
Thought Leadership, we have identified Thought Leaders from four 
distinct categories, as shown in the following diagram.

Entrepreneurs
Many leading entrepreneurs are easily identified as Thought Leaders. 
These are the business leaders who have identified the need for a 
product or service and created a business to offer this to others. When 
an entrepreneur becomes a Thought Leader, they have used their 
subject-matter expertise to start, grow or sell businesses, or to develop 
single businesses into chains.
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Entrepreneurs come in all shapes and sizes, with some running 
their own small business with a turnover of less than $1 million 
per year through to the larger privately owned businesses that have 
been grown into entities worth hundreds of millions of dollars. In 
alignment with Michael Gerber’s E-myth philosophy, we agree 
that one of the keys for an entrepreneur is that they create a true 
business — which means that if they are not present the business still 
operates effectively and efficiently. This is also one of the challenges 
for many entrepreneurs: they can find it difficult to capture, package 
and communicate their great ideas to their staff to get them to treat 
the business as their own.

Thought Leader Creel Price will be one of our primary case studies 
in this area. Price is a serial entrepreneur, having started and developed 
over 10 businesses at the time of writing. He has recently captured 
and is sharing his business experiences and expertise in an academic 
curriculum that is in many ways better, in terms of being more usable 
with very practical application, than most existing business courses, 
including many MBAs.

Intrapreneurs
These are individuals who are often identified as subject-matter experts 
and work within large organizations. They are often in management 
roles for organizational development, project management, learning 
and development, communications, sales and marketing, and research 
and design. Whatever the role or task, intrapreneurs can become 
Thought Leaders when they learn how or begin to develop the 
breakthrough ideas and perspectives that they promote on behalf 
of their organization, in such a way as to position the company and 
themselves as dominant forces within their industry.

Some companies that are noticeably invested in Thought Leader-
ship include Cisco, IBM, Caterpillar Inc., Yahoo, Sara Lee, and many 
more. Interestingly, all of the aforementioned companies could not 
be more differentiated in terms of their various products, placements, 
operation and service. This clear variance only points to the fact 
that Thought Leadership indeed spans many different economic 
structures and corporate goals as well as penetrating some previously 
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untouched business environments. Cisco was one of the first and most 
vocal corporations to openly admit to making great use of Thought 
Leadership.

In particular, Cisco has developed the internal capacity to enhance 
the ability of its staff in presenting their expertise at conferences. 
Cisco regularly has its employees present information on the latest 
ideas and projections or challenges within their industry. Cisco pays 
for its speakers to talk at these conferences, knowing full well that 
the exposure and positioning of its brand name assists hugely in the 
development of their reputation as Thought Leaders. While other 
representatives sit quietly and comfortably alongside the keynote 
speeches, the presentations that its people deliver are of enormous 
interest to their audiences, and add significant value to the industry 
and consumer foresight and knowledge sharing.

The Economist in 2008 highlighted Thought Leadership as the 
number-one priority for organizations who are seeking effective 
marketing for business to business partnerships and deals. Speeches 
and presentations at relevant trade shows and conferences are now a 
preferred and desirable method identified for a business to make its 
presence in the surveyed organizations’ industries.

Thought Leadership can provide a business with a competitive 
advantage. Whether this is used externally to position your business, 
or internally as a way of capturing and packaging the knowledge 
capital that your organization already possesses in your staff, both 
your business and your clientele will benefit when you commit and 
get serious about Thought Leadership.

Infopreneurs
These are sole traders or partners who run their own business practice, 
which comprises themselves as a subject-matter expert — and they 
might write, speak, mentor and train in their area of expertise — 
perhaps with the assistance of a personal or virtual assistant, and 
perhaps an office manager or a research assistant. They are much more 
than just consultants. Infopreneurs become recognized as Thought 
Leaders when they clearly define a unique perspective or offering to 
the market based around the subject in which they are an expert.
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For example, the 2009 Thought Leader Infopreneur of the Year, 
Craig Rispin, is a leading expert as a futurist. Craig teaches, writes, 
speaks and mentors to organizations and individuals on future 
trends and technologies. He runs his own practice and is in constant 
demand with some of the world’s most recognized businesses. As you 
can imagine, speaking about the future is a challenging subject as it 
possibly represents the ultimate foresight and advice around intangible 
aspects of life. Craig is the first to admit that, along with his expertise 
and passion for his subject, learning the key skills outlined in this very 
book has positioned him ahead of many other futurists in the market, 
simply because he has mastered the ability to capture his ideas, and 
package and distribute them in a variety of ways to his market.

All the authors of this book operate as Infopreneurs. Matt Church 
is an Infopreneur Thought Leader in the subject of world-class 
presentation skills and keynote deliveries, having been identified as 
one of the top 25 most influential people in global speaking by his 
peers. Scott Stein is a Thought Leader in implementing large-scale 
leadership programmes enabling staff to perform at a higher level. 
Michael Henderson practices his Thought Leadership as a corporate 
anthropologist, using his expertise in the structure of culture to teach 
individuals in organizations about how to create workplace cultures 
that are worth belonging to.

Just like all Thought Leaders running their own business practice, 
we all speak, write, mentor and train others to learn how to understand 
and be able to apply the knowledge we divulge. We also inspire, 
educate and speak on Thought Leadership and provide others with 
this competitive advantage.

Socialpreneurs
Leading members of society who have given back to their communities 
in a unique and innovative way have created a new breed we call the 
socialpreneur. This has become such a prevailing trend between the 
collaboration of these social entrepreneurs and business for mutual 
commercial gain. These Thought Leaders have brought their unique 
perspective to support a non-profit initiative or organization and 
harnessed their creative genius, network and ability to get things done 
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like never before. In previous generations the Rockefeller and the 
Carnegie families created foundations to give back to communities, 
using their wealth as the primary method of spreading their particular 
cause.

In today’s age socialpreneurs package their ideas to create leverage 
in new and innovative ways — often without vast financial capital 
resources. They often just have the conviction of an idea to make 
something or someone better off.

One such example is called PlayPump. One of the common 
barriers to educating children in remote parts of Africa has been the 
time needed to walk to get clean water for drinking and cooking. Then 
after walking perhaps to another village, the children would have to 
pump the water by hand from the well, then walk the return journey 
to their home village. Enter a socialpreneur Thought Leader named 
Trevor Field who created an innovative solution to this problem.  
After seeing a similar model, he created a merry-go-round that 
attaches to the top of the well and a storage tank that automatically 
pumps clean water when kids play. Another Thought Leader, Duncan 
Goose, took this a step further and built One Water, a company that 
sells bottled water with the profits going to fund the installation 
of PlayPumps. Through these Thought Leading initiatives, 4000 
PlayPumps now provide free, clean drinking water to over one million 
people in 10 African countries — and free up time for children to be 
educated.

In one of our case studies we will look at Peter Baines, 2009 
Thought Leader Socialpreneur of the Year, and his charity Hands 
Across the Water, which supports children in Thailand who were 
orphaned by the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami. Having learned the  
core Thought Leadership skills outlined in this book, coupled with  
his own incredible drive and commitment, Peter now travels the 
world motivational speaking and raising money for the charity.  
In true Thought Leadership style, he and his Board have even 
managed to turn the age-old challenge of charities on its head.  
Hands Across the Water ensures that every cent donated and raised 
for the charity from Peter’s work actually ends up benefiting the 
children and their orphanage, and not being spent on administration, 
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marketing or staffing overheads. Given that it is estimated that as  
little as 50 per cent of funds raised by traditional charities goes to 
the end cause they are supporting, his is a powerful example of a 
socialpreneur in action!

Altering the business landscape

Regardless of what category a Thought Leader comes from, their 
contribution is significant. More importantly, a significant element 
of Thought Leadership has, in recent times, been targeted towards 
alteration of the business landscape in dire times, such as those the 
global market has seen over the last decade. What usually happens 
during an economic downturn is that the basic rules of the workplace 
change dramatically. Both Caterpillar and Yahoo have taken great 
advantage of our current economic disaster, now rolling into its third 
year with a full head of steam and no end in sight, and they have 
actually profited financially from their Thought Leadership.

This is not a case for proving or justifying the benefit and the 
value of Thought Leadership, since this has been proven time and 
time again over the last century. What needs to be understood is 
that in the business and commercial world, investment in Thought 
Leadership will not cease, regardless of what issues arise for the 
economy. Certainly, Yahoo and Caterpillar, along with Cisco’s 
Original Thinkers Thought Leadership programme, are not alone in 
their desire to further Thought Leadership principles.

Without throwing out a whole lot of hard facts about the numbers 
and percentages of industrial, informative, medicinal and other 
named business sectors of the world economy, we can still shed some 
light on just how many companies are investing money in Thought 
Leadership. It is estimated that 15–25 per cent of the worldwide 
commercial marketplace will soon invest money, time and labour in 
their development of Thought Leadership, in some form or another. 
The main factors of the decision to invest in Thought Leadership 
for the companies and individual practitioners who have discovered 
and are encouraging this dynamic way of growing and developing 
their business are primarily the likelihood that the work of Thought 
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Leaders will garner profitability in the interim, and that they will 
position themselves most effectively for the future, no matter what 
economic realities may emerge.

Why this, why now?

So why has Thought Leadership emerged as such a rapidly rising 
influence in business, corporations, charities and even for individual 
subject-matter experts? There are, of course, a number of reasons, as 
follows.

1. Information in the hands of all
It used to be that information was held in the hands of a few. Now, 
thanks in no small part to the World Wide Web and further to 
specific applications like Google and Wikipedia, information is in the 
hands of the many. It used to be that to become an expert in any given 
topic typically required years of study, possibly resulting in a university 
degree, and many years of experience of working in that particular 
topic or field.

Experts were those elite people with a gift of rare knowledge and 
insight, the holders of the information that could be considered to 
be of great value for those lacking yet desiring that understanding. 
Experts were invited to speak at conferences and share ideas that most 
of the audience had either never considered or did not have the depth 
of understanding for that already existed in the mind of the speaker.

Today, audiences have often searched the topic on the Internet 
during the day or night before the presentation, or even on their 
iPads or iPhones as the speaker is being introduced. Information is no 
longer the scarce and rare commodity it once was. There are over 2.5 
billion searches on Google every month. The number of text messages 
sent every day exceeds the population of the entire planet. In addition 
YouTube has become one of the largest search engines in the world 
with people now able to see people in action — rather than read bland 
text on a screen!

There are some 3000 books published globally each day, and 
that figure stands before the iPad and Kindle are even taken into 
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consideration, and the avalanche of electronic books that are beginning 
to be published both through and by circumnavigating traditional 
publishers. Add to this the tidal wave of daily emails in our inbox, and 
it’s fair to say we are no longer in the information age. Indeed, we are 
rather in the age of over-information; an age in which, each year, we 
will create and distribute more information than we have produced in 
the past 5000 years; a data deluge that has created three key vacuums:

• The Engagement vacuum: so much information is now out 
there that people are getting desensitized to receiving new 
material, particularly in the media.

• The Relevance vacuum: even if people can access the 
information they require, they often lack the understanding 
of the bridge that joins the information in some practical way 
to their work or personal life.

•  The Meaning vacuum: even if they can get the information, 
people are often left without the necessary filters to 
understand the real meaning of it.

It takes something special to get through to people in a way 
that they can understand and take something away from. Thought 
Leaders are experts in doing just this. Learning the Thought Leader 
core skills and practising them relentlessly will assist you to quickly 
become engaging in both written and spoken communication as your 
information will be relevant and timely, and you will know how to 
position your ideas to instigate and create a deep and fuller meaning.

2. The business world has changed
It is believed that the top 10 jobs in 2010 didn’t exist in the last decade. 
If ever there was an indication that the business world has changed, 
surely this remarkable fact is the one that hits the mark. Business as an 
industry has changed, and it continues to do so at an ever-increasing 
velocity.

Of course, it could be easily argued that business has always 
changed as we have grown as a global civilization, and merchants 
have gone from being some of the least to some of the most respected 
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members in our society. However, the speed of that change in the 
current markets is startling. With the increasing innovation of 
technology and ideas has come changing business practice, and over 
the past 100 years, some of the most historically significant shifts have 
taken place in the world of business.

In 1910, the 10 largest businesses in the world were those in the 
business of constructing and selling products that were large enough 
for a human being to stand in. By 2010, the largest businesses in the 
world were predominantly associated in the creation and sales of the 
invisible, intangible and the hand held, including everything from 
pharmaceutical products, brands, computer coding, genetically based 
engineering, web-based technology and telecommunications.

Particularly, in the more recent years, we have seen radical changes 
in delivery and communication on the part of the music, film and 
publishing industries from the traditional CD, VHS or book, to 
electronic downloadable versions of each. This shift in production 
from tangible to smaller and more intangible is widely applauded 
and recognized in society. For example, you will often hear people 
discussing how mobile phones used to be the size of a house brick 
back in 1980.

The gradual shift to businesses involved in ‘more intangible’ based 
products and services has been explicit and observable, so while 
manufacturing and production are still significant contributors and 
components of industry and business, they do not dominate the 
market in the way they did 20 or 30 years ago. This shift has been 
accompanied by a less obvious shift in the focus of business owners 
and management within organizations. This evolution of management 
practice can be tracked in a simplistic manner.

Management by instruction transitioned through management by 
objective, from the late 1950s through to the end of the century, and 
then in the early twenty-first century to managing innovative and 
creative thinking. In the early 1900s, there was a necessary emphasis 
on management by instruction to guide workers in the correct and 
most cost effective use of the large-scale industrial machinery and 
assembly-line production, for the relatively stable environments 
of factories where the primary objective was to maximize quantity 
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through rationality and discipline. To achieve this, managers instructed 
and employees obeyed.

From the 1960s onwards and particularly after the construction of 
the Trident submarines (and the subsequent evolvement of the project 
management and quality assurance processes that swept the world) 
the focus of organizations became fixed on profitability. As a result 
of project management and managing for profitability becoming 
common at a localized level, management by objective emerged as 
a management tool that aimed to achieve the rationalization and 
motivation of productive efficiency.

Management by objective has proven to be a modern marvel of 
business, ensuring for decades that quarterly targets could be set and 
mostly achieved through ruthless attention to detail, measurement 
and reporting systems. It has worked and still does in many respects. 
However, where management by objective initially was held up as 
useful as a competitive advantage, now every organization has to a 
greater or lesser extent applied the process and benefited, once again 
levelling the competitive playing field.

Increasingly, companies have begun to look to and expect break-
throughs in technology to provide a more sustainable competitive 
advantage. However, even with the presence of patents to protect 
intellectual property, technology can be duplicated quickly and 
companies replicated. Where technology and science breakthroughs 
previously changed once a generation and then progressed to every 
decade, suddenly transformational change was happening in just 
yearly intervals, then months, and even down to week by week. 

One such example is in the process of establishing a company in 
the United States. As recently as five years ago this required someone 
to go to an accountant who would lodge the necessary paperwork 
that could take four to six weeks to establish the company legally. 
Currently, anyone can set up a company in the United States online 
and express-post the signed document to have the company operating 
legally in two days. More importantly, this can be done for as little as 
US$199.

The need and ability to think fast and effectively to compete, stay 
up to date and, at best, ahead of the market has increasingly become 
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a performance imperative for many businesses. In 2010, we see ‘idea-
tion’ — better thought of as the ability process and commitment to 
developing quality ideas and bringing them to life. So as the world had 
evolved from the early twentieth-century preference of management 
by instruction into management by objective, business has entered a 
third stage: the age of Thought Leadership.

Thought Leadership offers an evolved way of thinking and 
acting, and is of increasing importance for all businesses in both 
the corporate and the not-for-profit and community sectors. Never 
before in commerce, or society in general, have the value and need 
for having the latest and most relevant information at hand been so 
readily apparent. The businesses and organizations of today are more 
varied than at any time in human history and try to interact with 
customers and consumers on an almost instantaneous basis.

Staying both modern and flexible enough in their ability to think 
appropriately and to generate high-value ideas will, no doubt, given 
the rapid changes in society and markets, increasingly become the 
determining factor of their very existence.

3. Shift in focus by generational bands
There has also been a change in the way Western generations operate. 
We have an ageing and independent workforce of an increasing 
number of senior and experienced people who, on retiring from their 
work roles, do not wish to merely adhere to the once undisputed 
habit of settling down to enjoy their ‘golden years’ of playing golf, 
fishing and backgammon. More and more people are even leaving 
organizations during their career to do their own thing, to ‘give back’ 
and become involved in charity work, to mentor younger people in 
the industry and even to start their own practice or business.

The years of experience garnered from working in a large 
organization can be very useful when switching to running their own 
small business or practice, or mentoring those fresh-faced individuals 
just entering the industry. More often than not, however, what this 
kind of employee learned in their role within a large corporation 
or organization does not transfer seamlessly to a small business or 
coaching role. The requisite resources in terms of people, technology, 
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money and supportive know-how will no longer be an unquestioned 
daily presence for them.

The born-again business person suddenly has to rethink their long-
standing practices and methodology in terms of the size and scale of 
the operation according to the pace, timing, speed and tools that they 
have available. In short, they suddenly find that they will have to do 
things significantly differently once they have been deprived of the 
substantial and wonderful support structure and resources that exist 
at every level within a large commercial operation.

On the other end of the workforce to the older generation 
is Generation Y, those born between 1978 and 1994, making 
up 4.5 million people entering the workforce in Australia alone. 
This generation, more than any previous generation, grew up with 
technology that has allowed them to grab new information and share 
it with others instantly. Their learning has occurred on multiple levels, 
in multiple formats at the same time. Ask anyone with a teenager 
about their ability to talk on their mobile phone while sending an 
email on their computer simultaneously and they will verify this 
generational capability — and their continuous need for the next 
stimulation or touchpoint (interaction).

It is no wonder that Facebook, the largest social networking site in 
the world, currently with 500 million users (and growing!), was created 
by a Generation Y university student named Mark Zuckerberg. He 
created the platform to allow students to communicate and connect 
in real time. This new generation entering the workforce has a shorter 
attention span and they have demanded more from their managers 
and colleagues than ever before.

One of our case studies, Peter Sheahan, is a Generation Y’er 
himself, and he wrote a book on this very area. Peter is, in fact, sought 
after by organizations from all around the globe, helping them to get 
the most out of this generation.

These generational shifts have required new forms of thinking and 
new forms of Thought Leadership to take this thinking and catapult 
it into reality.
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4. Marketing has changed — forever!
Ask anyone in the advertising business how it compares today with 
as recently as five years ago and they will just say one word: Internet. 
Going back 40 years ago the primary form of mass marketing in-
volved primarily print, radio and television. The Internet  has created 
an entirely new marketing channel that has drastically shaken the 
traditional order of marketing into the new millennium. Imagine 
the concern of a large business that spent millions of dollars on a 
traditional television campaign to see a simple home computer-
produced YouTube video getting hundreds of millions of hits — 
meaning these people wanted to click onto this information to find 
out more!

With the ever-increasing amount of advertising overload many 
people are looking for easier ways to identify whom to trust, to do 
business with and to follow. Social media is also a new thought-
leading strategy that allows a business or organization to take 
advantage of the social networks that people are using to connect and 
glean information. In order for a company to be an efficient, highly 
organized and informed entity on the Internet, social networking 
sites such as Twitter and Facebook are essential parts of the puzzle. 
Thought Leadership utilizes these social marketing platforms just for 
that purpose. 

This form of interactive marketing should ideally be used in 
conjunction with a larger, more dynamic set of Thought Leadership 
facets in order to bring about new ideas and business innovations. Most 
firms and businesses have to work hard to get positioned, especially 
in a crowded market. If your reputation is not very strong, you may 
find that clients or prospective partners and consumers do not want 
to purchase from or deal with an unknown, unproven vendor. This is 
true in business as well as in our personal lives. 

Like consumers, businesses and corporations prefer to buy from 
and deal with companies in whom they can place their confidence. 
This trust is built on reputation, and reputation is generally not built 
on marketing or advertising but on good business practice all the way 
around.
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By becoming an industry Thought Leader, you can build a strong 
reputation, even with severely limited resources. Developing Thought 
Leadership is not a strategic objective in its own right, but combined 
with any number of business ideas and objectives, it will turn into 
quite the juggernaut. Thought Leaders provide support for your 
marketing and corporate objectives of selling products, generating 
leads or boosting share price. A great Thought Leadership strategy 
contributes to the achievement of all these business goals. Thought 
Leaders also provide credibility, which helps influence job candidates, 
investors, customers, suppliers and industry commentators in their 
decisions about your business, corporation or organization — which 
everyone knows is the strongest form of marketing: word of mouth.

5. What we know is all we know …  
and it is no longer enough!
The concept of achieving a sustainable and competitive advantage 
in any given market has been the dream of many a CEO, manager 
and teams. A sustainable competitive advantage is still considered by 
many business people as the holy grail of business success. The very 
words themselves make executives drool.

‘Sustainable’ suggests ongoing practice, which, if this were to 
include profits or growth, is extremely attractive. ‘Competitive’ is of 
course a business and commercial necessity and without it, well, there 
is virtually no point in continuing to operate in the capitalistic market 
of today, tomorrow and the future. To have an ‘advantage’ means of 
course to have the upper hand, to be one step ahead, or to be superior 
to others within your industry in some way.

Achieving a sustainable competitive advantage probably seemed 
like an achievable objective last century, when change was not yet 
quite so constant as it is now, and where competitors would take 
years to catch up to a market leader. Today, however, the economic 
equilibrium necessary for such sustainable advantage appears unlikely 
for most new operations, if not unrealistic. In fact, it now appears that 
it is very likely that there is no such thing as a sustainable competitive 
advantage available to any business in any kind of industry.
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The speed of change and demand for innovation, improvement 
or even novelty mean that any sustainable success will increasingly 
only occur to those leaders who are capable of being most responsive 
to change and who can adapt and respond to opportunities; in other 
words, those businesses, organizations, corporations and individuals 
who are trained in the skills of Thought Leadership. Thought 
Leadership is not a product or service with a limited shelf life but a 
skill set and a process that, by its very nature, is designed to explore, 
invent, discover, innovate and create ideas that can add value and 
make positive change. Thought Leadership is a perfect and essential 
business adaptation resource.

The creation, packaging and distribution of smart ideas as a 
value-adding process are now a focus of many organizations that are 
redefining the traditional thinking that has typically thrived in such 
markets. Thought Leadership is a way of being, not just a multifaceted 
and multi-levelled process that has neither a beginning nor end. The 
value of Thought Leadership lies in the ability of its practitioners to 
continue to open up new, untapped avenues for the overall success of 
the business.

6. Shortened spans of attention
Twitter and Facebook are the current leaders for the way ahead in 
social networks, and sites like LinkedIn offer a similar opportunity 
for the professional community, to enable individuals to quickly grab 
information. It is important to realize that we are being increasingly 
conditioned to live in short bursts of activity, communication and 
very small segments of information that arrive in a short and compact 
timeframe.

The 140 characters or fewer required on the Twitter platform 
provide one example of these packets of information, and this plat-
form facilitates the sharing of information at an unprecedented rate 
of speed. Simplicity, brevity, timeliness and insight are the keys to 
effective ‘tweets’ and Facebook use. They are also useful incentives for 
effective Thought Leadership positioning; while the little packets of 
information from Twitter are fantastic for obtaining bits and pieces of 
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information, one must also realize that the intellectually stimulating 
Thought Leadership skills operate on a different level.

Our decreased attention span makes the Thought Leadership skill  
of communicating a clear and compelling message even more import-
ant. Unless you position yourself and your ideas in an engaging way, 
others will not listen. This occurs between businesses as well as within 
them. The days of positional power are fading fast, when if a senior 
manager speaks everyone has to listen because they expect brilliance. 
All too often these senior managers who lack Thought Leadership 
are viewed with a form of contempt. The question is asked: ‘How did 
they achieve this level of authority without having the skills?’ Today 
businesses cannot afford to have leaders at key levels who lack the 
ability to communicate in a way that grabs others’ attention — and, 
more importantly, mobilizes them into action.

7. Increased need to innovate and differentiate 
The importance of Thought Leadership in business lies in the unique 
approach it can offer to providing answers. These answers are, of 
course, in response to the questions that are being asked within the 
business and industry worlds, and society as a whole. Most businesses 
tend to fall into the trap of inadvertently settling into a pattern of 
habitual thinking; they are patterns that previously may have proved 
to be extremely successful from a financial perspective but which the 
fame and progress of the organization may even have surpassed.

When a habitual thinking pattern settles within a company culture, 
the range, direction, motivation and depth of the questions asked by 
consumers, businesses and corporations within that culture tend to 
become stuck as well. Eventually, what may at one stage have been a 
mindset of Thought Leadership can quickly and invisibly transition 
into what is called ‘Thought Following’ or ‘Thought Repetition’. How 
often have we heard individuals in organizations announce proudly 
that they have, for example, 20 years’ experience in their role — only 
to discover in reality they have only two years’ experience repeated 10 
times?

In other words, after the first two years of successful business, 
these individuals have not progressed or adapted their thinking. 
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Learning the core skills of Thought Leadership enables you to keep 
your ideas fresh. So, the idea of Thought Leadership is fully anchored 
in the nine core skills that are explained in further detail in the next 
chapter, and is generated by repetition of these skills. The content is 
still constantly fresh and current because it is always applicable to the 
present situation.

By allowing the partners and employees across organizations 
to combine their resources and think creatively, Thought Leaders 
can utilize their skills in Thought Leadership to the utmost degree 
and success. The importance of using the many different tools that 
are available for Thought Leaders cannot be valued too highly or 
overstated. The fast-paced business and corporate world of the 
twenty-first century is only becoming faster and more demanding for 
each and every employee.

In the coming years, the global business and community sectors 
will see Thought Leadership in a more realistic role than how it is 
currently being viewed, because Thought Leadership captures and 
changes the landscape of businesses throughout the world. The leaders 
of the corporations who take the initiatives of initiating programmes 
in this fantastic way of thinking will be the ones to benefit. It is 
important to mention that not all corporate leaders have, or will, 
embrace Thought Leadership in the twenty-first century.

There are those who still, to this day, see Thought Leadership as 
being a passing trend. They will suffer the consequences of later being 
labelled as late adaptors. The easiest way to begin your commitment 
to developing as a Thought Leader is to read this book, practise 
your skills and regularly and repeatedly get involved in the Thought 
Leadership community.

Again, the Thought Leadership skills outlined in this book provide 
the perfect mix to complement the skills from all your years of 
experience in a large organization, if that is your background. Thought 
Leadership enables apprentice and senior entrepreneurs, business 
practitioners and employees to reinvent their thinking to meet the 
new challenges and requirements of today’s marketplace.

If you are just starting out in your industry or looking for a career 
change, on the other hand, you will want to know which companies 



thought leaders

34

are investing in Thought Leadership. There are some rather large 
and international companies that do invest in Thought Leadership. 
It is important to realize that many differing service sectors, both 
individually and as a whole, are turning to Thought Leaders and 
even investing large amounts of financial and human resources into 
Thought Leadership.

This book will provide you with an introduction to the nine core 
skills required of a Thought Leader in the market of today, tomorrow 
and beyond. Through discussions of each of these competencies and 
their application in the commercial world of today and using real-
life case studies, your understanding and undertaking of Thought 
Leadership in your business or organization will be enhanced and 
extended far beyond the market of today and into the future.
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the nine essential skills  
of thought leadership

a development framework for capturing,  
packaging and delivering expertise

I do not believe that you can do today’s job with  
yesterday’s methods and be in business tomorrow.

— Nelson Jackson

This chapter provides an overview of the nine essential skills of 
Thought Leadership and introduces the relationships between them 
and the matrix diagram. The nine chapters that follow are each 
devoted to one of the skills. Keep this chapter in mind as you explore 
the relationships between the various skills and the three pathways to 
capturing, packaging and delivering your great ideas.

We have organized this book around a Sudoku-style matrix. In 
case you are unfamiliar with Sudoku, it is a number-placement puzzle. 
The objective is to fill a 9×9 grid with digits so that each column, 
each row, and each of the nine 3×3 sub-grids that compose the grid 
contain all of the digits from 1 to 9. Our 9-box matrix is similar in 
that each row and each column shares a logical relationship with the 
cells around it.
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THE NINE ESSENTIAL SKILLS  
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Uniqueness (know who you are)

How to use your unique perspective to stand out  
and to increase the value of your ideas.
We start in the bottom left cell (see diagram opposite). We call this 
the skill of uniqueness. Essentially, this is about exploring what your 
unique personal perspective is and how it instructs all your Thought 
Leadership. This is a blend of two processes, one personal and one 
professional. At a personal level we want to discover your purpose. 
At a commercial level we want to identify and communicate your 
unique value proposition. Our aim is for you to end up with what is 
essentially a personal brand stance.

Expertise (know what you know)

How to effectively unpack your intellectual property  
so you can use it fast.
We then step up the first column, exploring what it is you know. 
The core of your Thought Leadership is your intellectual property 
(IP). These are the ideas that form the basis of what you share. This 
is organized around your uniqueness, delivered through the six 
delivery modes and influenced by your perspective. In this chapter 
we will introduce the IP snapshot process: a standardized approach 
to capturing what you know in such a way that it can be leveraged 
in a ton of different applications. Essentially, we will show how each 
idea is distributed across a full spectrum from highly abstract to 
specifically concrete and then balanced across the analytical and the 
creative spectrum.

Perspective (see what is really going on)

How to shift points of view and future-proof your ideas.
It doesn’t matter how good your ideas are if no one values them; 
without perspective they lose all commercial traction. This is the first 
high-level skill and sits at the top of the ‘capture’ column. It should 
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push down through your expertise, ensuring that you are not simply 
lost in your own ideas. The skill of perspective is the platform from 
which you can take what you know and ensure it holds value in the 
real world, not just inside your head.

These three skills of uniqueness, expertise and perspective form the 
first column and are essentially all about capturing your ideas. Moving 
right to the second column we get to explore more about the process 
of getting your ideas out of your head and into the world.

Positioning (share who you are)

How to explain what you do so others get it.
One of the challenges with sharing your own Thought Leadership 
is positioning yourself in such a way that others want it. The skill of 
positioning addresses, through a nine-step process, a delicate balance 
between simplicity, humility and attribution. The process effectively 
allows you to answer the question of ‘What do you do?’, first, by 
getting you to unpack who you are, then explaining what your process 
is and why others might care.

Delivery (share what you know)

How to share your ideas anywhere and in any way to virtually anyone.
Standing alongside expertise, this skill is about effective communica tion 
of your ideas. It balances the need for situational flexibility. At times you 
need to communicate what you know on a stage in front of thousands; at 
other times it needs to be shared in some format without you; at others 
in a meeting with colleagues to sell a new project proposal. Assuming 
people are engaged with your idea, you may then need to teach the 
finer distinctions over a few days to a few people. In special situations 
you might actually sit with a high-stakes individual and mentor them 
experientially through your IP. At other times you need to guide people 
gently through your IP, asking them questions artfully so that they get 
to create their own experience around your ideas.
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Adaptation (adjust how you share ideas)

How to adapt your communication approach  
to fit the needs of different people.
Sitting at the top of this column and directing all your communications 
should be the skill of adaptation. This column is about getting your 
ideas out of your head and sharing them in such a way that others 
get it. The quality of the communication is in the hands of the 
communicator. Quite often our ideas fail to land because we share 
them through our perspective without consideration for the needs 
or preferences of others. This skill draws heavily on the multiple 
intelligences framework first created by Howard Gardner at the 
Harvard Graduate School of Education.

Execution (get on with it)

How creative thinkers become massively productive  
and get more done.
There is no doubt that Thought Leaders have a fair dose of the 
creative gene pool. This is of course a classic double-edged sword. 
Great creative thinkers can be blessed with dissatisfaction, paralysed 
by perfection and just plain better at starting things than they are 
at finishing them. Chapter 8 explores a new framework for personal 
productivity, written with the creative Thought Leader in mind. It 
unpacks all the classic thinking on personal, team and organizational 
productivity, and it ends with a framework for how creative Thought 
Leaders can work smarter, not harder.

Clicking (connect your ideas)

How to connect your ideas to the needs of others  
so they are truly valued.
Many Thought Leaders struggle to connect their ideas to the needs 
that exist out in the world. Marketers, on the other hand, are brilliant 
at this. A marketer is opportunistic, effectively only creating cures for 
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symptoms that exist. Thought Leaders often create medicine for a 
problem that no one knows they have — which in our opinion is 
what makes them so special. Henry Ford often said: ‘If I had asked 
them what they wanted, they would have said faster horses.’ From 
the great thinkers in academia to the white-collar thinkers who work 
in professional services environments, there seems to be a failure to 
effectively sell their thoughts. The problem we believe is a structural 
one, not one of capability. Experts know how to sell their ideas, but 
they don’t like the traditional approaches. We explore the anti-selling 
mindset and explore what it takes to create a situation where people 
are happy to buy your great ideas. This one skill alone is going to 
impact your commercial success at being a Thought Leader most 
dramatically.

Advocacy (build a movement)

How to build evangelism around your ideas and 
harness collaboration to go further.
This is the final of the nine essential skills for Thought Leaders. Here 
we explore how you build a modern-day movement around your ideas; 
how to create advocacy within your organization and marketplace. It’s 
about managing the touchpoints (the levels of interaction a consumer 
can have with you or your brand), building a critical mass and generally 
whipping up a storm that drives your Thought Leadership out into 
the world. This is the skill that you will keep permanently prioritized 
as you harness the collective capabilities of those around you — a 
necessary skill for a Thought Leader.

Putting this all into action in your environment

In the introduction we outlined that Thought Leaders exist in four 
clear commercial spaces at the moment. They are either in large-
scale organizations as intrapreneurs, in fast-growth businesses as 
entrepreneurs or out in the world as consultants or infopreneurs.
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Intrapreneurs get to use Thought Leadership as a way of creating 
greater influence and impact within their organization, winning more 
internal resources and external prestige for the organization. Chapter 
11 is about how leaders in large organizations lead Thought Leaders 
and how a Thought Leader within a large-scale organization might 
go about driving innovation from within the business, developing the 
talent that already exists within.

Entrepreneurs get to use Thought Leadership as a competitive 
advantage, positioning key staff out in the marketplace as Thought 
Leaders who drive enquiries and energy into the business. It’s about 
identifying a small group of dedicated staff who get positioned out in 
the world and create a buzz and directly impact on the sales pipeline. 
Chapter 12 examines the Thought Leader marketing advantage.

Finally infopreneurs get to differentiate themselves as subject- 
matter experts for hire, venturing in and out of the marketplace at 
differing levels of project depth as required. In Chapter 13 we show 
these Thought Leaders how they can become million-dollar experts 
and build a highly successful information empire.
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identifying talents

how to discover your unique perspective

Be who you are. Everyone else is already taken.
— Oscar Wilde

The idea of uniqueness

Thought Leadership becomes more commercially valuable the more 
unique it is. The trick is discovering what your unique perspective is 
and then using that to inform your great ideas.

As you begin the journey of capturing, packaging and delivering 
your great ideas you should keep the following value ladder in mind.

THE POWER OF IDEAS: VALUE LADDER 

Level 4 An idea is of exceptional value if it 
is all these and also unique

Level 3 An idea is extremely valuable if it is also elegant 

Level 2 An idea is really valuable if it is also thorough

Level 1 An idea is valuable if it is relevant
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Do you believe in fate and plan to spend your life searching for a 
purpose? Or do you simply want to exploit the knowledge you have 
gained from the sum total of a lifetime of experiences? However you 
get there, you as an individual do have a unique perspective on life and 
this instructs your expertise.

Your unique perspective is about how you differentiate your ideas 
from others’ and put a unique edge on them. It is akin to branding in 
business. The essence of who you are needs to shine in your Thought 
Leadership. If you have a contrary nature, then you need to learn how 
to position your ideas so that they are congruent with this attitude. 
Your uniqueness informs all your Thought Leadership and is why it is 
the first skill of the nine.

But am I unique?

Whenever we start people on the Thought Leadership journey we 
often get to a point early on where doubt creeps in. This is part of the 
prevailing ‘I am not good enough’ condition and the often discussed 
‘Impostor Syndrome’ so many people suffer from.

Suzanne Mercier is a Thought Leader on exactly this and she has 
this to say about the Impostor Syndrome:

The Imposter Syndrome hits talented and successful people. 
However, people who are in the grip of feeling like a fake or fraud do 
not value their strengths or accomplishments. At a core level, they 
don’t think they’re good enough; they don’t measure up. They often 
believe that if they can do something, it’s not exactly rocket science. 
And the less tangible something is, the more likely they are to be 
uncertain about whether it is of value and whether they measure up.
 If organizations are going to successfully tap into the tacit 
knowledge and skills of their talented employees, they need to 
help people understand the value of who they are as well as what 
they know. That means they will need to help us value ourselves 
as human beings so we can actively contribute to organizational 
performance. While many are doing this already with concepts like 
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‘talent management’, most organizations are not and may get left 
behind well before 2020!

We find that you can quieten the little voices inside that say ‘You 
cannot’ when you start to unpack your ideas. (The next chapter expands 
on this.) It is as if your ideas drive you to overcome any insecurities 
you might have about worthiness.

Basically, as these thoughts appear, ignore them and move on. Don’t 
indulge the drama of worthiness. It is something that disappears once 
you begin to show up as a Thought Leader more and more.

Here is what you need to do in three simple steps:
1. Discover your unique identity and work on it.
2. Become less reliant on the good opinions of others.
3.  Get clear about what your purpose is, and remind  

yourself of this often.

What’s my personal brand?

Personal brands allow individuals to consistently express and articulate 
their unique value proposition. As a Thought Leader in any domain 
you need to take charge of managing Brand You. Tom Peters wrote in 
a Fast Company magazine article over a decade ago about A BRAND 
CALLED YOU. He is, in our minds, one of the greatest examples 
of Thought Leadership on the planet. His no-holds-barred, in-your-
face, energetic rants on anything from corporate governance to boring 
business are legendary — and still hold true today. Peters says:

We are CEOs of our own companies: Me Inc. To be in business 
today, our most important job is to be head marketer for the brand 
called you.

How do you stand out? And, furthermore, are you consistent in 
your brand messaging?
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Kristian Andersen, a Branding and Marketing Thought Leader 
out of Arkansas, suggests that to build a personal brand you should 
consider five rules:

Rule #1: Be Diligent
Rule #2: Be Consistent
Rule #3: Be Relevant
Rule #4: Be Interesting
Rule #5: Be Yourself
Next you need to look at all the different opportunities people 

have to experience your personal brand.
This can be as simple as:
•  An email signature
•  A personal blog
•  A book you write
•  The look and feel of your slideshows in presentations
•  How you dress
•  Your profile in social network sites
•  The names you give your projects

Why should employers care about letting  
their people develop personal brands and  
be Thought Leaders?

In the past, staff were expected to be the grey masses that conformed 
in order to fit in and lost their individuality due to the rigidness of 
traditional management systems. That may have worked 15 or 20 years 
ago, but today it doesn’t. With the phases of downsizing, flattening 
the structure and re-engineering, the blind employee loyalty of the 
past has been lost as quickly as the evaporation of corporate loyalty to 
an individual. Employers need to encourage individuality and breed 
Thought Leaders, as it helps position their brand as well as attract top 
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talent. Some specific advantages include:
• It adds visibility to the company.
• It engages clever people as they all get to express their pet 

ideas alongside the company’s focus.
• It expands the influence and reach of the business.
• It leads to a culture with greater innovation and creativity.
• It creates a two-way positive association benefit for both the 

employee and the employer organization.
In Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu the partner who heads up the 

digital division Down Under, Pete Williams, is a personal brand. In an 
environment where most consultants walk around in dark suits Pete 
is a refreshing shock; the day we met him he was wearing a marijuana 
leaf T-shirt under a sports jacket over $500 jeans. He looked more 
like a rock star than the high-level consultant that he is.

How do you discover what sets you apart?

One of the ironic things about your unique value is that it may be 
easier to identify through a negative rather than a positive filter. Look 
at qualities you have or have previously thought of as negative and 
spin them into positive quality traits.

In the late 1980s, David Cooperrider, a Thought Leader out of Case 
Western Reserve University in the United States, launched a concept 
called Appreciative Inquiry (AI). AI is based on the assumption that 
organizations that enquire into problems or difficult situations will 
keep finding more of the same, but an organization which tries to 
appreciate what is best in itself will discover more and more of what 
is good.

Cooperrider says that an organization is a miracle to be embraced 
rather than a problem to be solved. We think the same applies to 
people and suggest that rather than the negativity of 360-degree 
feedback and being consumed with your weaknesses, you should 
as a Thought Leader find a way to shift your weaknesses into your 
strengths.
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Here is an example of how you might do this personally.

Step one: What’s wrong with you? (negative traits)
First of all, start out listing all the character traits or qualities you  
have that may be perceived as negative, by either yourself or someone 
else, e.g.

•  Judgmental
• Reserved
• Emotional
• Detailed
• Talkative

Step two: What should you be? (positive opposite)
Next create a list of all the preferred behaviours. We are going to 
ignore this list of words in step three, but identifying them will help 
you ensure you spin the negative trait accurately rather than express 
it as a positive opposite. You have to know what you don’t want 
sometimes to be able to reject it.

So, in the examples we have been using:
• Judgmental becomes accepting
• Reserved becomes speak up
• Emotional becomes toughen up
• Detailed becomes relaxed
• Talkative becomes quieter

Step three: How can I make that negative sound positive? 
(spun result)
Focusing on all these negatives and striving to be something else is OK 
if you are on some personal development journey, but for commercial 
Thought Leadership we’re probably ignoring or discarding what 
may be your unique perspectives. A lifetime being judgmental may 
qualify you to create a piece of Thought Leadership on discernment 



thought leaders

48

and decision making. We might actually find your unique angle in 
situations that normally would be viewed as your worst behaviours 
— cool, huh?

So the better outcome on the above example would include:
• Judgmental becomes discerning
•  Reserved becomes analytical
•  Emotional becomes empathetic
•  Detailed becomes forensic
•  Talkative becomes contributing

Step four: Live the best of who I am, not the worst
This process is not about making bad behaviour OK, but rather 
recognizing the shadow side of all great strengths. When you are at 
your best you are the ‘spun result’; when you are at your worst you are 
the negative traits.

Exploring the distinctions between your negative trait and your 
spun result is hugely instructional. It is also going to help you focus 
or simply flavour your key ideas with a personal brand or signature 
style. The words in your middle columns, the ‘spun results’, should be 

YOUR UNIQUE INTELLIGENCE

 (a) stated negative (b) positive opposite  (c) spun result

 judgemental more accepting  discerning

 reserved speak up  analysing

 emotional toughen up  emphathetic

 detailed relaxed  forensic

 talkative quieter contributing
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in your personal bio material and your profile sections on the social 
media sites.

Just quietly, we reckon this idea alone turns most personal 
development feedback sessions on their head. Rather than picking 
gaps in you that need to be filled, we are finding qualities in you that 
need to honed, developed and projected as strengths.

To make this point another way, the power of negative role 
modelling is huge. It is how people who grow up in extreme adversity 
with terrible examples of parenting are able to rise above their history 
and create a different destiny than the one most would predict. 
Sometimes we learn as much from what we don’t like as we do from 
what we might like to be.

Do this with your words:
1.  Create a three-word style brand for you.
2.  Write a profile for a social network site using these words as 

part of the explanation of who you are.
3.  Request testimonials and endorsements that highlight these 

qualities from people you trust.
4.  Identify how these words can be the filters for unpacking 

your IP.
If you ever go to a branding workshop, the coach will likely suggest 

that you should be able to boil the brand essence of a company down 
to three words. You will wonder if this might be true of your own 
personal brand as an individual.

To boil a person down to three words, in some ways, lessens their 
uniqueness. All that being said, this strategy is easily and quickly done 
and can be quite clarifying.

So, here is the activity: quite simply, describe yourself in three 
words, e.g.

•  ‘As a father and husband I am clear, present and practical.’
•  ‘My friend is organized, caring and responsible.’
Write these down and then you can commit to actually living up to 

and into your three words (at least three!). You, as a unique individual, 
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are of course far more than three words — and yet it is comforting 
to know who you are (as a brand) in such a concise manner, to assist 
you to stay true when under pressure. It is when we are under pressure 
that we revert to schoolyard conforming and fitting in. Thought 
Leadership is about putting yourself out there. It is considered risky, 
and when you start, the first thing you will face is people putting you 
into a normalizing box, e.g.

•  ‘Ah, there are thousands of books on that. What makes yours 
so different?’

•  ‘Yeah, I read about that in the XYZ journal, is that what you 
are talking about?’

You need to be able to stand strong in your differentiation and be 
able to put your case forward for how your ideas are original and how 
your perspective on the issue matters.

You can actually then take these words as your brand essence and 
begin to build an identity around it. Brooke Alexander, a fabulous 
Thought Leader on this exact topic, is an identity evangelist. Brooke 
has created a six-step process to help people step through this and 
shares it here as follows.

Six-step process to discovering your uniqueness

Discovering uniqueness is all about discovering the unique aspects of 
ourselves that set us apart from everyone else on the planet. Uniqueness 
is the key to developing commercial leadership, career resilience and 
life momentum. It defines our purpose and our vision and creates a 
surge of energy that when discovered will be all the motivation you 
need to take your business and career to the next level.

There are six steps to discovering your uniqueness.

Step 1. Discovery
You are more than you think you are. Discover the limiting myths of 
your history and lay the foundations of your future.
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Step 2. Vision
We are all born with original vision. Articulate, frame and capture 
your vision for your life’s work. Design a powerful personal mantra 
that encapsulates your vision for your life.

Step 3. Offering
Unlock the potential of your unique offer. Discover and define your 
unique strengths, talents and expertise.

Step 4. Experience
Understand the experience of working with you. The marketing 
paradigm has changed and this process is necessary to explore and 
define your communication touchpoints.

Step 5. Presence
Discover and define your signature presence: your attributes, character 
and personality.

Step 6. Purpose
Define your core purpose, discover your story and deliver your original 
vision with purpose.

Signature style

If this sounds silly to you, just ask yourself what Bono’s glasses, Seth 
Godin’s bald head, Malcolm Gladwell’s Afro and Steve Jobs’ skivvy 
tops all have in common. They are all gimmicky affectations that have 
developed into a signature style. We would be surprised — and we 
would suggest, disappointed — if any one of them turned up without, 
or with something other than, their signature ‘bit’. Your brand 
touchpoints as a major corporation are managed in the same way, but 
there is a fine line between a gimmick and something that becomes 
an enduring signature style.

The way we see it, a curve exists: on the left-hand side the things 
you do are gimmicks, while on the right-hand side the things you do 
are actually cool personal signatures.
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So what puts you on the right-hand side of the gimmick curve? 
We believe the answer lies in three words: consistency, congruence 
and function.

Whatever you do, consider this:
1.  You would want to be more comfortable doing the ‘new’ 

thing than anything else. It is with you all the time, not just 
in the meeting room or behind the lectern. So if suits are 
not your thing, and you love the idea of jeans, make jeans 
part of your style, if this is also applicable for your business 
sector and industry approach as a Thought Leader. It is an 
expression of you, rather than an affectation of who you’d like 
to be; it’s congruent with who you and your business are.

2.  It needs to be an element in a whole constellation of ideas, 
a whole bunch of things, not just one weird quirky thing. 
Any one thing by itself is probably going to be a stand-
out gimmick. Build a whole signature style identity brand 
strategy for both yourself and your business, but ensure it is 
consistent and congruent!

3.  It must add to your message somehow. People will allow and 
forgive any oddness (or uniqueness) if it is directed in some 
way to helping them. Seth Godin, for example, talks about 
standing out. His iconic bald head is a reminder of that.

SIGNATURE STYLE CURVE

G I M M I C K S I G N AT U R E

1 consistent
2 congruent
3 function
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Signature style starters
If you were delivering your Thought Leadership to others, here are 
some thoughts and idea starters for signature style.

• Do you only wear black, green, or orange?
• Do you use a graphics tablet on stage instead of PowerPoint?
• Do you have crazy glasses?
• Do you write on a blackboard with chalk?
• Do you paint while you are speaking, or maybe get a bit crazy 

with some graffiti spray paint?
• Do you break out in song?
• Do you get people interacting with you or sitting on a couch?
• Do you dress like a motor mechanic or wear a lab coat?
• Do you have dancers who join you on stage during your 

speech?
They are all possible examples of a silly gimmick or elements in 

what may become your very own signature style. Some of them will 
clearly not be applicable at all to some areas of business or industry, 
but the point of this section is to get your mind pumping in whatever 
direction you wish your Thought Leadership to take in your particular 
industry.

Even just two or three of these will make a difference to your 
impact as a Thought Leader in your commercial discussions, business 
transactions and in all aspects of the global market. Being a Thought 
Leader is about standing out, not fitting in. Beware of the limitations 
of your internal beliefs, and any desires to conform and fit in. Thought 
Leaders must be world class within their field, and so each leader 
generally has ‘a signature brand, not a common bland’.
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CASE STUDY

Peter Sheahan

In today’s fast-paced world it can be difficult for people to stand 
out from the norm and be uniquely identified as a Thought Leader. 
Finding his unique value proposition has never been a challenge for 
Peter Sheahan. As an author of six books, including the best sellers 
Fl!p: How to turn everything you know on its head and succeed beyond 
your wildest imaginings and Generation Y: Thriving (and Surviving) 
with Generation Y at work, he has firmly established his own unique 
brand.

Peter began working in the hotel industry at the age of 19 and 
within 18 months had risen to the General Manager position of a 
AU$5 million hotel business overseeing 30 staff. While he was 
managing young people he identified that many of them struggled 
with the transition from schooling to the workforce. Rather than 
ignore this alarming trend, he decided to do something about it and 
began running workshops educating the next generation of business 
leaders.

In 2003 he was named the MBN NSW Young Entrepreneur 
of the Year on the back of the business he had started in which he 
delivered more than 1250 workshops and seminars to over 100,000 
Generation Y attendees. He was so passionate about sharing this 
im portant message that he travelled across Australia presenting in 
auditoriums, school halls and meeting rooms. 

As a young Generation Y member himself he has the unique 
ability to show this perspective in a way that appeals to both his peers 
and to businesses. It was also during this time that he was asked to 
start sharing this knowledge with employers, given that this group 
born between 1978 and 1994 make up 4.5 million employees entering 
the workforce in Australia alone.

While Peter had written four books directly for the Generation Y  
reader, in 2005 he published his first book to assist employers that 
were having a challenge in managing and retaining these staff. His 
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book instantly became a best seller and lifted his speaking career to 
new heights as he began sharing his insights to thousands of other 
managers looking for solutions. One very experienced HR executive 
went so far as to say his book was the ‘bible’ on the new generation!

Currently, Peter is the CEO of ChangeLabs and has over 50 staff 
located in nine cities around the world. They specialize in large-scale 
behavioural change projects for the corporate world and for youth. 
They also run the largest face-to-face financial literacy programme 
for teenagers anywhere in the world, having delivered over 10,000 
workshops in 2010 alone! By harnessing a partnership with sponsors 
in different industries and geographical regions, Peter has used his 
Thought Leader genius to assist them in creating their own unique 
brands targeting youth through education, with these projects 
reaching over one million students in a three-year timeframe.

With Apple, he was able to develop a ground-breaking programme 
called ‘Beyond Chalk’ that works with educators and teachers to 
develop a learning environment that meets the needs of today’s youth. 
To date over 50,000 teachers have experienced this programme that 
inspires teachers to try a new approach in blending technology into 
their classrooms to prepare the digital learners of today.

In New Zealand he helped create the GetWise programme 
in partnership with ASB. It is currently the largest social change 
programme targeted at creating cash-clever Kiwis. The first 
programme exceeded its targets before half the year was completed. 
From 2011 the GetWise programme will impact 60,000 Kiwi kids 
every year. This is a great example of what Peter does so well: help 
others create their unique brand to stand out.

With the Commonwealth Bank partnership in Australia he helped 
create and run the StartSmart Secondary Schools Program. This 
programme is focused on teens and providing them with financial 
literacy to help students individually and in their communities in the 
future. The programme has involved more than 150,000 students and 
delivers over 2000 sessions per year in high schools. Because it has 
been so successful, they have launched StartSmart Primary to begin 
providing these basic skills and financial understanding at a younger 
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age. This programme will involve 250,000 students in its first three 
years and has grown rapidly to 5000 workshops annually.

Taking this a step further, Peter has also begun running large-scale 
development programmes for large corporations and government 
under the Future at Work brand to help teach how to create an 
attractive workplace brand. This is a marketing and communications 
approach that understands how to focus on recognizing and building 
uniqueness in the workplace — and ensure that it creates an employer 
brand that attracts the right kind of talent to the business to provide 
it with a leading edge.

Viewed as a global Thought Leader, Peter is now sought after by 
many organizations for his knowledge. He is also a regular media 
commentator on Fox Business and Fox News as well as a featured 
expert on Innovation Program for CNBC. Although he has recently 
moved his family to America, he continues to share his ideas in blogs 
for the Sydney Morning Herald, The Age and The West Australian.

Not one to rest on his past success, Peter has also published his 
sixth book, titled Making It Happen, which has reached the business 
best-seller list in both Australia and in New Zealand. His new book 
focuses on how organizations and leaders can harness the power 
of ideas and execute them within their business and beyond. As a 
Thought Leader his ability to continue to create unique material and 
sharing it in a way to motivate others is truly inspiring.

Achievements

For someone about to turn 30 years of age, Peter has achieved some 
incredible things, including:

• Ability to affect thousands of others in a unique way. Peter 
has delivered over 2000 presentations to more than 300,000 
people from teenagers to CEOs across a range of industries. 
He hasn’t limited himself to Australia and New Zealand, 
delivering his unique message in over 15 countries.

• Named among the top 25 most influential speakers. As a 
member of the National Speakers Association in America, 
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Peter was nominated by his peers as one of the leading 
influential speakers in the industry. This is no light honour 
given that this Association comprises almost 5000 speakers 
who make their living by presenting their unique message to 
audiences around the world.

• Ability to create his own unique brand. Peter wrote the first 
Australian book on Generation Y and as a Generation Y  
member himself was the first to write from his unique 
perspective within this group. He was quickly recognized 
throughout the Asia-Pacific region as the ‘Gen Y Guy’ and 
sought out for his advice on managing and getting the most 
from this generation. Understanding the power of a brand,  
he then shifted his focus to helping provide leaders with a 
more flexible mindset in their approach to business. He  
wrote the book Fl!p to help position himself in this broader 
market. It worked, as it is an international best seller  
available in 25 countries.

Our observations on Peter Sheahan’s  
Thought Leadership

Peter has an ability to identify something that is unique and create a 
value proposition case around it that attracts others. He has demon-
strated this with his own unique brand first as the Generation Y 
expert, then evolved his own brand to that of the business trend and 
innovation expert.

As a Thought Leader he also has the ability to help others identify 
and capture a unique brand and craft a compelling message that 
attracts others to this brand. Given his partnership projects with 
his new ChangeLabs business, he is creating a unique opportunity 
to position and guide the consumers of tomorrow. These unique and 
ground-breaking education initiatives that will influence over one 
million students within a three-year timeframe — as well as providing 
them with critical skills for their future.
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unlocking expertise

how to unpack your intellectual property

Observe, record, tabulate, communicate.  
Use your five senses. … Learn to see, learn to 

hear, learn to feel, learn to smell, and know that 
by practice alone you can become expert.

— William Osler, Canadian physician, 1849–1919

The information age has radically changed the way expertise is valued 
and accessed. Anyone can use Google and Wikipedia to get a quick 
overview of almost any subject. It used to be that expertise was a prized 
possession, something that was hard to get access to and something 
we had to pay a premium for if we could find it. Of course that is no 
longer the case. Even medical specialists face informed patients who 
are motivated and well read on alternative cures and trial medicines.

Of course a little knowledge on a lot of topics can be dangerous. 
There is still a role for subject-matter experts. Now, however, it’s not 
enough to know what you know. You have to be able to share what 
you know in way that engages people. The days of the academic aloof 
are numbered. Experts must evolve into Thought Leaders!

We have become researchers who relate;
Academics with practical experience;
Experts who engage:
We have become Thought Leaders.
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Your Thought Leaders expertise

Subject-matter experts are those people in business with knowledge 
about how to do things better. They have something to offer an 
industry or a sector. They make a difference on your projects as what 
they know has a direct impact on how others do things in business. 
They are Thought Leaders. They are innovators and original thinkers!

Often they don’t realize that they are and even if they do, they 
don’t always have the skills to communicate those ideas in a way that 
others get them.

In a recent study by Rainmaker, the online platform for sales and 
marketing professionals, speaking at conferences and tradeshows 
and producing white papers were ranked as some of the best ways 
of selling any product or service. The thinking is that people trust 
informed people and that expertise and authority are true business 
currencies.

One of the biggest challenges for many Thought Leaders is in the 
crafting of their idea into a format that achieves three outcomes:

• Clarity: it is a clear message that is accessible to most people 
most of the time.

• Flexibility: it can be used repeatedly in different formats.
• Integrity: it is received by others in a way that retains the 

original meaning.
At an organizational level, there needs to be a process that allows 

internal Thought Leaders to quickly capture their ideas and organize 
them in such a way that they provide, collectively, a comprehensive 
and thorough résumé of what they know, and at the same time operate 
individually as significant ideas, mutually exclusive in their own right. 

And that’s what the Intellectual Property Snapshot (the Pink 
Sheet) that is further explained on page 61 does. It creates snapshots 
to help others quickly present an overview of key ideas. It lets someone 
unpack IP rapidly, consider the ideas across the full spectrum, and 
shuffle them around so they can use the same idea in lots of different 
ways.
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When key individuals within organizations present from the same 
core idea bank, there is an amazing consistency of message across 
the whole organization. This consistency leads to stronger cultural 
influence and a clearer corporate message. When an individual is clear 
on what they know and what the core messages they wish to express 
are, they can begin to focus on selecting the best channel to use in 
order to gain the most influence (more on this later in the channels 
competency).

How are you developing your expertise or nurturing the talent in 
your organization to stand up and be regarded as Thought Leaders? 
How are you doing this personally?

Full-spectrum ideas

The key to creating a great message is to structure your messages so 
that they dance across the full spectrum of left-brain logic through to 
right-brain creativity and then from concrete, specific examples up to 
high-order contextual ideas.

As expressed in the Spectrum model, you can see that every idea 
exists at various levels of abstraction (the vertical axis). At one end of 
the scale, you have very concrete expressions of an idea; at the other 
end, there are very abstract expressions of it. This is an important part 
of unlocking expertise.

SPECTRUM MODEL

abstract and contextual

concrete and specific

logical and  
analytical

creative and  
energizing
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The ideas also exist at various levels of logic and creativity (the 
horizontal axis). Like the hemispheres of the brain, we need to mix 
logic and emotion. We need to have our ideas available so they appeal 
to both logos and pathos.

When people sit down to craft their message it can be a battle 
between putting in too much information, which results in the essence 
of the idea being lost, or transmitting so simple a message that it is 
not seen as practical or relevant by those listening to it.

You need to create full-spectrum ideas.
Thought Leaders are positioned as experts because of their ability 

to capture their expertise and share it with others. They do not just  
‘do this’. Often what appears as a simple message has actually been a 
well-planned and crafted idea that captures the intellect in a unique 
way.

Unlocking your expertise:  
Intellectual Property Snapshots (Pink Sheets)

For ease of understanding, let’s limit the layers of an idea to three: 
the stuff you say that is specific (content); the point you are making 
(concept); and the big picture theme that the idea is a part of (context).

The stuff you say must make a point which ties into, and paints a 
picture in, the minds of others. So: stuff/point/picture. It is important 
to remember three simple things around a message. First, you will 
need to craft a set of points (concepts) and then find different ways of 
expressing them (palette) that you can communicate in a memorable 
way. Next, build a big picture (context) for the points; it must be both 
logical (left brain) and creative (right brain). Finally, you need some 
supporting information (content) for your ideas.

Within the Thought Leaders community, the Intellectual Property 
Snapshot, often referred to as a Pink Sheet (being printed on pink 
paper) is core to being able to craft a compelling message.

Each idea or main point should be represented on a single pink 
sheet. It creates a depth around your ideas and forces you to create 
messages with substance and balance. There are three clear sections to 
a pink sheet: the first is the middle third, or the concept section; the 
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second is the content section at the bottom; and the last is the context 
section at the top, as shown opposite. 

1. Creating concept: making the point

Be clear on the point of your idea. We call this the concept. You 
should be able to summarize your idea in one or two simple sentences 
that explain the whole point. From this singular idea, you then create 
several different ways of delivering it.

2. Creating context: models and metaphors

One way to create context is to create a visual model of your ideas. 
Creating context above every point you wish to make is a master 
Thought Leaders tool. This is the ideas context. It is the ‘big picture’ 
representation of your idea. Often this is a diagram, model, metaphor, 
an allegory or some applicable quotes.

This provides a broad framework to give people a map to a message 
or line of thought. People are often engaged as they get the purpose of 
the detail, and if they get lost, they can refer to your initial map.

Models
A model is geometric in nature and consists of squares, lines, circles, 
triangles, pentagons, graphs, as well as every variation and combination 
of these elements. At its simplest expression, a model is a visual 
representation of your key ideas using squares, triangles and circles.

The word above each model is simply a starting point for con-
sideration. As an anthropologist, Michael Henderson studies icons 
and symbols for a living. He says that square-shaped models are 
perfect for institutional thinking and circles for social.

Whether it’s a quadrant, some concentric circles, a pyramid or 
even a simple triangle, a model helps you make more than one point. 
It helps define the conversational boundaries of any discussion.

Some great models are:
• Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs



unlocking expertise

63

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY SNAPSHOT PINK SHEET

3

1 2

4 5

ABSTR AC T

CONCRE TE

LE
F

T
 B

R
A

IN
R

IG
H

T
 B

R
A

IN

CONTEX T

CONCEPT

CONTENT

Explanation

Statement

Study Story

Model Metaphor



thought leaders

64

• Dr Stephen Covey’s First Things First
• Robert Kiyosaki’s Cash Flow Quadrant
Become a model kleptomaniac. Capture and clipboard every 

model you see. Study the anatomy of models, tracking their structure, 
their design and intent.

Use the combined power of models and metaphors to capture your 
IP to affect both the left and right hemispheres of others’ brains. The 
model menu diagram (opposite) gives some examples.

Metaphors
Metaphors are object- and activity-based, and can be sourced from 
real life and everyday examples. Some examples include instruments, 
household objects, hobbies, sports and environment.

Metaphor ideas

• Instruments (measuring and feedback): compass, clock, 
thermometer, map.

• Transport (movement and effort): boat, car, train, plane, 
rocket.

• Creating (art and combining): painting, building, sculpting.
• Professions (quality and process): medicine, law, accounting.
• Handyman: plumber.
• Nature (growth and order): spider’s web, pool of water, 

bamboo, trees.
• Universe (scale and relationships): stars, orbit, gravity.
• Sport (roles and responsibilities): positions for players, game 

comparison.
• Make a list of your hobbies and interests.
Models and metaphors are in no way the only tools of context 

but they are a great start. You may want to consider icons, fables, idea 
hierarchies and stacked metaphors. For expediency we have called 
these analogies or metaphors.
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MODEL MENU
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3. Creating content: the ‘stuff’

Gather examples, facts, stories and other detail elements to support or 
explain your point. We call this content. Like the big idea, you need to 
balance this to cover the whole brain.

Thought Leaders need to come up with original ideas. Their intel-
lectual property needs to bring new thinking to a field of expertise. 
But how do you know when an idea is yours and when it is not?

The shoulders of giants

If I have seen further than others it’s because  
I have stood on the shoulders of giants.

— Isaac Newton

This has become a metaphor for developing intellectual pursuits by 
understanding the works of past notable thinkers. Ironically, Isaac 
Newton’s aphorism, much used as a bumper sticker for expertise, 
humility and plagiarism, was based on an utterance of Bernardus 
Carnotensis (Bernard of Chartres), a twelfth-century French philos-
opher, who in AD 1124 said (in Latin): Nanos gigantium humeris 
insidentes. Translation: ‘Dwarfs standing on the shoulders of giants’.

So when is it not your idea? 
When are you a Thought Repeater?
There is a reason that the academic community has been obsessed 

with original thinking and plagiarism. An anti-plagiarism culture 
means great thinkers are more likely to share if their ideas are attributed.

Yes this is good for the ego of the original thinker and source. But 
it is more than that. It’s also good for the person who acknowledges 
the source. It creates a base for them to stand on and from which to 
create their own original ideas. It is as if plagiarism and the passing off 
of ideas as your own fills your head with a kind of creative anti-dust. If 
you want to advance your thinking, become obsessed with attribution. 
Plagiarism is the 1.0 of intellectual property protection.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY SNAPSHOT MODEL IN DETAIL  
PINK SHEET
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formal version 
a. declarative statement
b. explanatory sentence

casual version 
a. declarative statement
b. explanatory sentence

statistics

case studies
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stories
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In the Thought Leaders global community we feel so strongly 
about this that we have created a cultural ritual. Whenever someone 
has a piece of IP that others wish to share, we all turn to the person 
next to us and deliver a version of the following attribution script.

My Friend [insert Thought Leader’s name] is an expert on [insert 
Thought Leader’s positioning message]. He created a brilliant 
frame work called [insert the name of IP piece as expressed by the 
source]. You can learn more about it from [insert website or book 
title, etc]. I’d love to share it with you today.

Then go on and share the IP. This is commercially smart and energet-
ically right. Start doing this with every idea any Thought Leader 
shares with you and watch:

• Your status and credibility go up in the room.
• Your own creativity and original thinking go up a notch.
• Great thinkers begin to share your ideas in exchange.
In the information economy era we need to upgrade the plagiarism 

mindset. We need to move from plagiarism to attribution. It is less 
about the fear of thievery and more about the power of attribution. In 
fact, the creative commons movement has even created an alternative 
to the established practice of copyright. They have coined the term 
‘copy left’ which is represented with an inverted copyright symbol. 
Copy left basically means that anyone is free to copy and even to 
circulate the material on the understanding and commitment that 
they will acknowledge where the material or writing was developed. 
It means naming the original source and attributing the idea, or IP, 
to its creator.

Matt Church is a master of this. When he speaks he will invariably 
name three experts in the room and their thinking and three amazing 
books or points of reference. This only serves to strengthen and place 
his ideas as original. This also serves to help him build advocacy 
(the ninth skill) around his ideas. He honours the source as often 
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as possible and in turn is honoured for his. Many of us believe this 
is probably the single most significant factor in the building of the 
amazing Thought Leaders culture where brilliant people share their 
great ideas. Fear of plagiarism is nothing compared with the power of 
the culture of attribution.

In fact, attribution encourages the pooling and sharing of IP in 
a way that turns potential plagiarism into positive promotion. In 
effect, the problem of plagiarism becomes an instrument for building 
advocacy.

Be a Thought Promoter, not a Thought Stealer!

Ideas come from contribution and contradiction

We use a simple technique when rethinking established ideas. As you 
come across an idea in a book or blog, ask yourself not ‘What are 
they saying?’ but rather ‘What do I think about that?’ Often original 
thinking will come from a ‘yes AND’ or a ‘yes BUT’ place. It is in the 
contributions and contradictions to existing ideas that you can add 
your piece to an existing thought. Thought Leaders don’t highlight 
the books they read, they add to them.

A seven-step process for building your ideas

Step one: create a list
Write a numbered list of all the things you know, talk on, or may like 
to share with others. If they are across several fields of expertise, build 
a list for each field of expertise.

Step two: identify idea clusters
Know the difference between an idea and a cluster of ideas. An idea 
has only a few key points associated with it. If you brainstormed all 
the points around your idea and came up with more than three points, 
it is probably a few ideas clustered together. Break the cluster down 
or chunk it up until you have a clear idea that has, for example, three 
central points.
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Step three: have a point

Be clear on the point of your idea. We call this the concept. You should 
be able to summarize your idea as one or two simple sentences that 
explain the whole point. From this single idea, you then create several 
different ways of saying it.

Step four: make it a big idea

Try to represent the idea broadly so it is non-specific and can be related 
to by as many people as possible. We call this the ideas context. It is 
the ‘big picture’ representation of your idea. Often this is a diagram, 
model, metaphor, an allegory or some applicable quotes.

Step five: support your point

Gather examples, facts, stories, case studies and other detail elements 
to support or explain your point. We call this content. As in the case 
of the big idea, you need to balance this to cover the whole brain.

Step six: create a system

Document the idea in a searchable, retrievable system. At Thought 
Leaders, we call this our Idea Bank.

Step seven: customize content, not context

Finally, constantly review your Idea Bank, particularly in the content 
area. It is the content that changes most, not the concept or the con-
text. If you clearly think out concepts and can represent them in any 
context, all you need to worry about is what content you will use to 
create a connection with your audience. Getting good at this allows 
you to repeat key ideas over and over, with people hearing them again 
as if for the first time.

An idea is created, not innate. To have an idea is to create a docu-
ment that can be better read than said. That’s like saying you write a 
performance, but of course, you don’t. You write a song and then you 
create a performance.
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Pink sheets in action: by mode

In Chapter 6 on channels we will explore the six core modes for sharing 
your messages: Speak and Author, Train and Mentor, Facilitate and 
Coach. This present chapter is directly related to the channels, and 
they work as complementary skills. As a way of tying it all together 
here is a quick overview of how your IP comes alive in the modes.

If you are delivering your message in a speech, each idea you plan 
to present should have a pink sheet dedicated to it. In a 45-minute 
speech, you might present three pink sheets of 10–15 minutes each. In 
a coaching session you might explore one pink sheet for the hour. In a 
training day you might cover off four pink sheets in a day.

To assist you in seeing this IP pink sheet in action we have drafted 
a sample one on productivity (see the diagram on the next page). Take 
a few minutes to read through how the point is made, the models and 
metaphors that are used to visualize the context as well as the detailed 
facts that further support the content. Often the mistake many people 
make is that they start with the content — and put their receiver 
asleep! Remember to make your point by showing the model and 
metaphors!
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SAMPLE PINK SHEET CREATIVE PRODUCTIVITY
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CASE STUDY

Stephen Hoskins

Director, Merchant Value Proposition Team, American Express

American Express hold an annual Global Leadership Development 
Programme to bring the best and brightest to either London or 
New York for an intensive four-week event. Not only do they run 
simulated organization activities but participants also have to show 
their capabilities in a final presentation to the Global Leaders of 
American Express.

While all the other teams were presenting in the typical corporate 
fashion from behind the lectern and talking to PowerPoint slides, 
Stephen Hoskins — the only representative from the Asia-Pacific 
region — and his team decided to do things differently, and ensure 
that they positioned themselves as a standout. They created a unique 
‘talkshow’ format which put the Global Leaders in the presentation. 
It so impressed the heads of this global organization that one of the 
Global Leaders stopped the presentation to tell the audience of over 
100 how impressed he was — and that this method of communication 
demonstrated the future of leadership that would take American 
Express to the next level.

Stephen Hoskins is a Thought Leader who is known for his 
creative genius and ability for communicating his expertise to others. 
His success is linked to his ability to create a visual metaphor or 
story, painting a picture for others to understand and which engages 
them to take action. He also follows this up with a visual model that 
allows others to easily grasp the key messages from his knowledge and 
experience that he is trying to share.

Initially, Stephen, an Australian, wanted to be a creative writer, 
and started attending university to follow this dream. After a year of 
academic pursuit, he realized that he wanted to jump straight into the 
workforce. He started in telesales, an area that many people stay away 
from, due to its repetitive nature and the limited success had by many. 
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As his sales results skyrocketed, he realized that this was an exciting 
area, but he wanted to learn more.

He went to work for the largest CD manufacturing company in 
Australia, Disctronics Technologies, at the time when the CD-ROM 
was a completely new method for data storage. Building on his ability 
to paint a picture to his customers, clients such as IBM, Microsoft 
and many others began buying from him and he quickly became the 
State Sales Manager.

Within a couple of years, this new compact disc technology was 
developed by numerous competitors who began selling the same 
product for a lower price. Rather than allowing his company to 
discount, Stephen used his Thought Leadership skills to convince his 
leadership team to focus their selling approach on a ‘Premium Model’. 
In a team meeting, he presented a visual model that showed his staff 
the challenge of their current model and the impacts it could have in 
the long term. Although sceptical, they allowed him to try his new 
premium model approach, and within a few months they changed 
their pricing structure accordingly.

He focused on the value that he could offer in the follow-up and 
immediately addressing client issues, because many of his overseas 
competitors could not offer this. He also began offering clients a 
total package solution providing the CD as well as the packaging, 
production and distribution, to create a one-stop service and reduce 
their headaches.

In 1997, Stephen was headhunted by American Express to work 
in their merchant services division, with a focus on growing their 
premium brand. He was literally given a stack of merchant addresses 
and little other data and was tasked with growing their business. One 
of the biggest challenges Stephen faced was when a merchant — such 
as a restaurant — wanted to get American Express to reduce their 
fees. Stephen again started looking at the value of the premium brand 
and the quality of customer attracted to those merchants.

He would use diagrams and drawings to help them understand 
the value of their clients who were more consistent and loyal to their 
establishment. He also began asking the merchants questions about 
why they had decided to accept American Express in the first place. 
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What he found was that many of them had initially decided to accept 
the card because they viewed it as the next stage in their growth as a 
merchant and, for this, the need to capture customers who were in the 
premium band of shoppers.

In these discussions with merchants, Stephen assisted them to 
come to the conclusion that the value of the American Express brand 
was something that they should use to their advantage in order to 
grow their business.

He was quickly promoted to team leader and after a couple of years 
moved into the Strategic Relationship Group as a major negotiator, 
responsible for maintaining and growing some of Australia’s largest 
companies as accounts. He became one of the youngest people in this 
role, and focused on providing new approaches to his team.

It was in this new role that he started negotiating with the key 
strategic partners of American Express on multi-billion dollar 
transaction deals across Australia. When Stephen began using his 
tried and true approach of drawing the diagrams and painting the 
picture around the value, many began to see the value in not only 
keeping but growing their promotion of acceptance of this premium 
card.

Given his position as an internal Thought Leader, many others 
began asking him for his advice on how to communicate the value 
proposition that they could offer their clients. Because of this constant 
stream of staff members seeking his advice, he decided to create a new 
way to get them to understand it. Rather than just putting together a 
typical corporate procedure manual, Stephen used his creativity once 
again to get his point across. He planned a presentation in which he 
would use the metaphor of a church and the evangelistic preacher 
style, in order to create a metaphor that would stick in the minds of 
the staff members.

He dressed up as a southern Baptist preacher and began to give 
presentations and various team meetings in which he promoted 
the need for the staff members to have faith in the brand, as well 
as provide them with the skills and ideas that they could use to be 
more effective. To provide them with a hardcopy resource, Stephen 
even created an internal bible to provide staff with visual aids and 
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recommendations for various situations with merchant clients that 
he called The Book of Value of Merchant Services. He leveraged his 
personal brand to stretch the minds of the team and provide them 
with thought-provoking ideas.

Because of this ability, American Express appointed him to lead a 
new division that currently oversees the Merchant Value Proposition 
Team helping staff across Australia and New Zealand identify and 
improve approaches with merchants. Due to his expertise and track 
record of success, he is now the internal Thought Leader for other 
American Express staff. He is creating a product suite and development 
pathway that will allow merchant services staff to continue positioning 
American Express as the leading premium brand across Australia and 
New Zealand.

Achievements

Stephen Hoskins has achieved the following:
• Leading a national team. As the National Manager for this 

premium brand his team were responsible for negotiating with 
key merchants that processed billions of dollars in credit card 
transactions. His expertise in managing a team that had this 
impact allowed them to grow the business among their partners, 
selling a premium service in a competitive environment.

• Ability to create a following. One thing that is instantly 
recognizable is Stephen’s ability to get others to understand 
what he is trying to get across. By using his creative 
metaphors and diagrams he creates a loyal following. More 
importantly, the way that he packages these messages allows 
others to replicate and communicate key points to others.

• Making an impact — that others pass on! As a Thought 
Leader, Stephen demonstrates his ability to be creative and 
innovative to get his point across. Whether it be as a preacher 
or a race car pit crew leader, he leaves a lasting impression 
that drives the point into the minds of the audience.
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Our observations on Stephen Hoskins’  
Thought Leadership

His ability to use a metaphor to create a thought-provoking response 
is one of the key areas of Stephen’s Thought Leader genius. He also 
uses visuals and diagrams to allow others to easily remember — and 
pass on — his key messages.

Stephen also shows that although he works in a global brand, he 
can also create his own unique brand within this corporate structure. 
More importantly, he has been recognized for these talents and asked 
to be the subject matter expert and train others by using his natural 
approach.
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4
developing perspective

how to shift points of view and  
future-proof your ideas

Perspective is worth 80 points of IQ.
— Alan Kay  

(software engineer attributed with inventing the General  
User Interface we all currently enjoy on our Macs and PCs)

A disruptive idea

As we launch into a new decade we get to ask some big questions …
What will we see change in the next 10 years? What idea, 

technology or innovation will disrupt your business this decade? If 
TV manufacturers knew the ‘flat’ screen would be the norm, would 
they have stayed on the ‘fat’ screens for so long? Will local video stores 
survive or will digital downloads kill them? Are they already dead but 
don’t know it yet? Three years ago it was not uncommon to pay web 
page designers AU$5000–$10,000 for a website. Today you can easily 
build your own in half a day with the same functionality for as little as 
AU$100 per year on squarespace. Check out www.squarespace.com to 
get an idea of what we mean.

Imagine if your primary way of making an income were to 
disappear, what would you do? So, keep an eye on the future and adapt 
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what you do so you are relevant and positioned on the leading edge 
of change. It’s about managing your perspective, seeing what’s really 
going on — seeing the forest despite the trees.

How to develop foresight

Futurists are masters of perspective. They continually shift their 
attention across industries and along timelines looking for useful 
perspectives. So is a Thought Leader just a fancy name for a futurist? 
We think not. There is a subtle distinction. If a futurist’s primary role 
is to bring an awareness of tomorrow into today, a Thought Leader 
uses that awareness to shift or drive some kind of agenda, usually 
commercial.

Thought Leadership is about being beyond trends. It’s about 
looking outside of the prevailing world view and thinking like a 
futurist. Thought Leader and futurist Craig Rispin wrote the book on 
how we can all think like a futurist. In his fabulous book How to Think 
like a Futurist he explains the futurist societies that exist on the planet 
and outlines the case for using foresight to position your enterprise 
for competitive advantage.

One example of foresight and perspective is the TED movement. 
TED is a small non-profit organization devoted to ‘Ideas Worth 
Spreading’. It started out (in 1984) as a conference bringing together 
people from three worlds: technology, entertainment and design 
(TED). Since then its scope has become ever broader. Along with  
two annual conferences — the TED Conference in Long Beach and 
Palm Springs each spring, and the TEDGlobal conference in Oxford, 
UK each summer — TED includes the award-winning TEDTalks 
video site, the Open Translation Project and Open TV Project, the 
inspiring TED Fellows and TEDx programmes, and the annual TED 
Prize.

On the TED website there is a brilliant example of foresight in the 
story about the work of founder Richard Saul Wurman.
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TED was born in 1984 out of the observation by Richard 
Saul Wurman of a powerful convergence between Technology, 
Entertainment and Design. The first TED included demos of 
the newly released Macintosh computer and Sony compact disc, 
while mathematician Benoit Mandelbrot demonstrated how to 
map coastlines with his newly discovered fractals and Artificial 
Intelligence guru Marvin Minsky outlined his powerful new model 
of the mind. Several influential members of the burgeoning digerati 
community were also there, including Nicholas Negroponte (of the 
US$100 laptop fame) and Stewart Brand.

Wurman and his associates predicted that technology would 
intersect with entertainment and design. Think of the disruptive effect 
of the web on the music industry or the impact that online video 
downloading is having on the television and movie industry and you 
can see how spot on the TED futurists were. Think of the impact 
design is having on technology and the marriage of form and function 
that Apple maniacs espouse and you see the power of design affecting 
technology.

There is no doubt the current team and Chris Anderson the 
current curator are Thought Leaders. For those of us who attend TED 
virtually we get to watch Global Thought Leaders as they share their 
fabulous world-changing ideas.

Our mission as Thought Leaders is to build a community of cross-
category multidisciplinary thinkers who come together to confront 
challenges and opportunities on the planet. It is a developed world 
concept and one that we believe has arrived at a time when it is sorely 
needed. As Einstein famously said, ‘You cannot solve a problem with 
the level of thinking that created it.’
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Perspective is about awareness

The commercial world in which business operates is a massive ever-
changing environment made up of:

• Organizations
• Employees
• Suppliers
• Customers
• Other stakeholders
A Thought Leader can’t operate without being influenced by and 

impacting upon the external environment. A key success factor for 
any Thought Leader is an accurate understanding of the external 
environment. A long-term analysis of what is happening in all areas of 
a business can be monitored, anticipated and dealt with accordingly. 
The external environment can be defined and analysed using any one 
of the following models:

• STEEP — sociological, technological, economic, 
environmental, political.

• STEP — sociological, technological, economic, political.
• PEST — political, economic, sociological, technological.
• PESTLE — political, economic, sociological, technological,  

legal, environmental.
• STEEPLE — sociological, technological, economic, 

environmental, political, legal, ethical.
The idea is the same for all of the models: that there are several 

main external influences on a business or commercial idea. Looking 
at the STEEP model, you would consider your expertise and ideas 
though the five sociological, technological, economic, environmental 
and political perspectives.

Stepping through each of these you might consider the following 
elements.
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Sociological factors
These include demographic changes in:

• Age
• Structure of the population
• Patterns of work
• Gender roles
• Patterns of consumption
• Changes in culture

Technological factors
• Speed
• Cost
• Accessibility
• Control
• Innovations
• Design (yep it’s true)

Economic factors
• Rate of economic growth
• Interest rates
• Inflation rates
• Energy prices
• Exchange rates
• Levels of employment
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Environmental factors
• Legalization
• Information
• Employees
• Shareholders
• Pressure groups
• Customers

Political factors
• Legislation
• Trading relationships
• Government
• Public services such as health and education
• Taxation
Basically, you are trying to see what is happening outside of the 

world in which you live. This continuous environmental scanning is 
the main job of a futurist, and it is the first step for a Thought Leader 
in developing foresight. Futurists do not look at the future in a linear 
way; they look at bands of possibility around horizons.

Pattern recognition

Perspective is also about seeing patterns in what is going on around 
you. In his best seller How to Love, psychotherapist Gordon Livingston 
MD explains that when choosing partners in business and life, we 
need to see the clusters of people’s behaviours and what they indicate, 
rather than reacting to single incidents. He makes a case for the 
challenges of reacting to people’s ‘stuff ’.

Lorna Patten is a Thought Leader and a relationship expert 
who teaches people the power of getting above the content in com-
munication and understanding the context of what is going on in any 
relationship dynamic. This is pattern recognition. It is about treating 
causes, not symptoms. 
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Six abilities you can develop to assist  
your perspective

1. Ability to capture
Capture what is happening and identify what is going on around you. 
The STEEP model is an example of this. A Thought Leader who can 
identify these external factors is already on the front foot.

2. Ability to reflect
Review and reflect on the past to see what has happened and what 
meaning you might be attaching to it. Be aware of the habitual 
practices promoted by the traditional management focus that seek 
to minimize innovation by keeping to standard operating procedures.

3. Ability to relocate
Look at things through the eyes of other people. Put yourself in their 
shoes. Thought Leaders, ask yourself what would X think/say about 
this? Go beyond this and ask what would Richard Branson do? What 
would Einstein do? What would Steve Jobs do? This allows you to 
view your situation and opportunities from a completely different 
perspective — creating additional options that weren’t visible 
previously.

4. Ability to rise above
See what is going on at a meta-level. See the patterns and look at 
things globally. Take a futurist approach and begin to see what is the 
cutting edge — and what is the next fundamental shift at all levels.

5. Ability to identify causes
Unearth the drivers of action and the root causes of what you see. 
Finding issues on the surface is quite easy and many untrained 
Thought Leaders will stop here — which is a short-sighted mistake. 
Continue asking the question ‘Why does this occur?’ until you uncover 
the true cause.

One exercise you can use to develop this ability is to recall several 
turning points in your life and explore what meaning you have 
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attached to those events. You are looking for repeating patterns. Once 
you understand the pattern, you get to choose new responses.

You ask yourself, ‘What have I made that incident mean?’ You then 
get to rise above the incident and get to the real issue behind it. In 
mediation, conflict resolution and any communication dynamic this 
is an essential skill. It breaks deadlocks, shifts behaviour and helps 
replace confusion with clarity.

6. Ability to meditate on a thought
Step away for a while. Let it simmer, sleep on it. If there needs to 
be a quick answer and you feel like you don’t have perspective, say 
no. Make sure that you allow yourself to visually map, deconstruct, 
reconstruct and bounce the thought around.

Listen like a leader (an example of  
the power of perspective)

Leadership communication requires you to listen, but at different 
levels.

• What someone is saying (content)
• What they are making that mean (concept)
• What that is really about (context)
Often you need to understand why someone is so against a project. 

Or, your message is simply not getting through. Often it is because 
two people are having conversations that seem to be about the same 
thing (content), but the meaning they are attaching to it (concept) is 
vastly different.

Do this:
1. Develop the habit of listening at the three levels.
2.  Check that you understand their meaning (state it back to 

them: ‘So what you mean is … content 1, content 2 and 
content 3 equal this (concept a) for you.’). If they say no, 
listen harder. If they say yes, then:
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3.  Identify what that is really about (context), and address that 
issue without getting caught up in the content.

4.  Ask them if it is possible to consider that content 1–3 could 
mean something different (preferred concept b).

5.  Make sure you understand what is driving the other person 
and what their issue is really about.

For example, person A may think:
1. What happened? My staff member does not meet a deadline 

for a project.
2. What am I making that mean? They are not reliable.
3. What is it really about? Trust.
4. Don’t get bogged down in the stuff, but try to understand 

through step two what they are making it about.

For example, person B may be thinking:
1. What happened? Did not meet a deadline.
2. What are they making that mean? Was not given as much 

direction by my boss and did not feel confident I could ask 
for it.

3. What is it really about? Support.
If person A keeps having the TRUST conversation, but person B 

is having the SUPPORT conversation in their head, you will have a 
failure to communicate.

The Thought Leader is the person in the room with the most 
perspective.



thought leaders

88

CASE STUDY

Craig Rispin

‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’ This was the question 
asked of a young 10 year old named Craig Rispin. For many children 
this is a common question that evokes wild ideas that are not often 
encouraged. Luckily for Craig, he was asked the question by Arthur 
C. Clark, the legendary science fiction futurist who wrote books that 
inspired the movie epic 2001: A Space Odyssey as well as assisted in the 
development of ‘over the horizon’ radar technology that was created 
in World War II.

‘I want to make a computer that can speak,’ was Craig’s response. 
After this brief encounter he realized that he wanted to be the person 
that created these things in the future. His curiosity continued and 
he found out about a club that made computers. This was 1976, 
when computers were not the norm and most computers were large 
machines that filled rooms. As an 11 year old Craig attended one of 
these clubs and met two hippies named Steve & Steve — the founders 
of Apple Computer. He bought his first computer from them and put 
together the components.

In junior high he was hired by others to program their computers. 
What he noticed is that most people would focus on the computer, but 
he had the unique ability to see how these would evolve in the future. 
Fuelled by his love of science fiction and the practical knowledge of 
this new form of technology, he began to teach his teachers in junior 
high. He began being hired to teach others how to program their 
computers using the computer programming language BASIC.

One company came to him and asked if he could help them 
automate the process that their contractors used to manage projects. 
Previously, each project was tracked using a paper ledger that would 
need to be erased and manually rewritten with any new changes. 
Craig adapted a program to allow them to use a spreadsheet program. 
This enabled the company to go from managing one project at a time 
to managing 10 at a time!
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By the time Craig started university, computers were becoming 
more common. The challenge was that he could program more than 
his professors. He was headhunted by Apple to be a sales manager 
and put his futurist skills to use at the first Apple Store in California. 
This was at a time when Apple had only 1500 employees and both 
Steve Wozniak and Steve Jobs had known him from when he was a 
10 year old.

Although he could have easily stayed in the world of computers, 
he was looking for the next technological revolution. He noticed that 
computer chips were getting smaller and smaller and recognized that 
this would be where the next future trend would be — in consumer 
electronics. 

With this new market about to sweep the world, without most 
people being aware of it, Craig decided to move into this area in the 
1990s. He joined Philips Electronics and spearheaded their start into 
this new arena. At the time there were millions of computers and he 
recognized that in a short period of time there would be billions of 
small digital devices such as the mobile phone.

Although he was involved with the initial dial-up connections 
between computers, he soon branched into the internet and quickly 
saw the future power that this would create for the world. Staying 
focused on the next trend, he concentrated on 3G technology and 
assisted in the development of touch-screen technology.

With his own digital agency business he began assisting companies 
such as Nortel by creating multimedia presentations that showed 
them what the future would be like — and allowed them to create 
products to capitalize on these upcoming opportunities.

By this time, Craig was being viewed as a futurist, someone who 
has the unique ability to foresee possible futures and the technology 
and trends that could be used to be on the leading edge of tomorrow. 
By having foresight and sharing these principles with others he was 
able to identify what can be used.

Today Craig is a futurist whom businesses hire to help them 
under  stand the possible future pathways in technology and trends. 
One of the largest mining companies in the world, with an IT budget 
of almost US$1 billion, asked Craig to provide them with insights 
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into the future. One thing he noticed was that they were going to 
spend about US$800 million on 35,000 desktop computers for their 
staff worldwide.

Because of his futuristic view he realized that they were about to 
roll out computers that were almost out of date — it would have taken 
three years to complete their deployment of hardware and software 
worldwide. Given the speed of new computer technology change, this 
meant that the computers at the end of the roll-out would be out 
of date. Fortunately for them, Craig had a US$100 computer with 
him, which he showed them they could use to operate their enterprise 
software worldwide using new technology. The 45-minute discussion 
with him saved them millions of dollars by avoiding purchasing old 
technology.

As a Thought Leader, Craig has the unique ability to view future 
possibilities — and more importantly to help others understand the 
need to look to the future and take action now to propel yourself 
towards your desired future. Although he does not believe that you 
can predict the future, he has the uncanny ability of viewing the larger 
overall trend and looking for the micro trends that can be forming. 
Because of this he is sought out by thousands of leaders every year to 
help point the way forward for their industry and their future.

Achievements

As a futurist, Craig has accomplished some amazing things,  
includ ing:

• Having the ability to see future trends. Although he lives in 
the here and now, Craig has the ability to look into the near 
future to identify the trends that will impact society and 
business. He uses this foresight to keep a leading edge. In 
fact he believes the next major technology trend will be in 
medical devices, so look out for the next wave of ‘swallowable 
electronic pills’ that will provide medical staff with images 
and data for real-time analysis without the need for surgery 
and our current invasive procedures.
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• Asking the big questions. Rather than just accepting that 
the future is just going to happen and ignoring it, he has the 
unique ability to get others to begin asking how we want the 
future to look — and more importantly what we need to do 
or ask to help us move in that direction. By helping leaders 
of business to ask these big questions, he can save significant 
resources, or in the case of one such company, millions of 
dollars.

• Being a future technology guru. CEOs and business owners 
refer to Craig as their Futurist Consultant. Because of his 
curiosity around technology, he has the ability to get his 
hands on the latest devices and can see when the best time to 
take advantage of them will be — and more importantly, how 
to automate the process.

Our observations on Craig Rispin’s  
Thought Leadership

People often turn to Thought Leaders for guidance. They are looking 
for the next thing. As a Thought Leader, Craig has the unique ability 
to view future possibilities — and more importantly help others 
understand the need to look to the future and take action now to 
propel them towards their desired future.

Given that the speed of work is increasing annually, many people 
are looking for the next thing that they can use to manage the new pace 
of business. Because of his foresight and background, Craig’s Thought 
Leadership is also about leveraging technology for commercial — and 
personal — gain.
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5
the power of positioning

how to explain what you do so others get it

In making a speech one must study three points: first, the 
means of producing persuasion; second, the language; third, 
 the proper arrangement of the various parts of the speech.

— Aristotle

‘So what do you do?’

This is one of the most common questions asked when someone 
meets another person for the first time. For most people a simple job 
title is the most common response, which unfortunately leaves little 
positive impression in the recipient’s mind. However, when you come 
into contact with a Thought Leader they have a particular gleam in 
their eye and their response is quite often inspiring. It is not that they 
are enthusiastic and over the top, it is just as if they have found a secret 
formula that positions them as an expert — someone that others want 
to find out more about. Even further, the Thought Leaders that have 
really worked on their positioning provide you with something that 
you can easily repeat to others — further enhancing their brand, 
reputation and capabilities.

The process we unpack in this chapter is called the Positioning 
Matrix. The process is built around the nine steps of positioning 
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who you are and what you do. The positioning matrix is a process 
and discipline every Thought Leader should develop. With a little 
preparation and practice of this process you will quickly learn how 
to communicate your ideas in a way that captures the attention of 
others and is rigidly flexible. That sounds like a contradiction in terms, 
doesn’t it? Bear with us; you’ll soon see what we mean.

This process was created to help people share sentences that intro-
duce themselves and their ideas in an elegant, effective and quick 
fashion. The art and discipline of creating a positioning matrix is now 
taught all over the world by Thought Leader mentors and has proven 
to be incredibly powerful. Many Thought Leaders attribute the 
Positioning Matrix as the key reason for achieving the opportunity to 
win some of their largest contracts.

You can apply this process in initial elevator greetings, simple 
corridor conversations and inflight conversations, right through to 
formal proposals that outline your ideas or in high-stakes presentations 
delivered to introduce or gain acceptance of your big ideas.

Although we recognize we are not what we do, Thought Leaders 
still need to be able to answer the question ‘What do you do?’ in a 
way that makes us better known and creates interest. Many card-
carrying introverts find the prospect of commercial networking 
about as attractive as having root canal treatment. Still, we recognize 
that without sharing our expertise with staff, customers, clients and 
attendees, no one besides us will know our Thought Leadership.

The Matrix … of Positioning

This nine-step positioning process achieves two things: first, it enables 
you to consistently answer the question ‘What do you do?’ with an 
appropriate level of detail. And, second, it enables you to create a 
flexible positioning statement that can be creatively applied to any 
introduction situation.
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Consistent flexibility!
It has been said that we all need a good ‘elevator statement’, a succinct 
30-second sales pitch or service position that creates awareness about 
what we do and how it is unique or valuable. And while we don’t 
remember a time when we successfully did business in an elevator, we 
do agree that we all need a way to answer the question ‘What do you 
do?’ so that we are positioned as ‘top of mind’ should our customer 
ever face a situation where they need our products or services. To 
approach the way we answer the question ‘What do you do?’ with 
a level of creativity, intelligence and purpose that is sadly lacking in 
most introductions, we need to think about the following.

The focus levels

If you explore the way people introduce themselves, you will notice 
patterns emerging. The first pattern that becomes clear is the focus of 
the introduction. The three options for focus are: to focus on YOU, to 
focus on IT, or to focus on THEM.

• YOU is obviously all about you, who you are, what you have 
done, and what you are into.

• IT is all about the activity, examples of how it has worked for 
someone, what it is like and maybe a few good stories about 
what it is that you do.

• THEM is all about the outcomes that your customers and 
clients achieve. You may ask questions, identify the key 
challenges they face or even get into solutions.

When and which to use
While there are no hard and fast rules, we find that the more intimate 
the situation, the more appropriate it is to answer the question with 
a focus on YOU. If you’re unsure of who it is you are in front of or 
talking to, you may focus on the activity that you perform, the IT. If 
the person you are speaking to is a client or employee, then you could 
focus on the outcome, the THEM. 
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POSITIONING MATRIX

H I G H E R  E N E R G Y

YO U T H E MI T

obsession
what lights  

you up

purpose
how you help  
them achieve  
their purpose

uniqueness
what sets you 

apart

analogy
something they 

already  
understand

problems
speak to their  

inner thoughts

solutions
some you  

prepared earlier

example
use case studies

history
edit out the 

irrelevant bits

category
something they 

know

LO W E R  E N E R G Y
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Here are some examples of how you might change the focus based 
on the environment:

Situation focus

• Dinner party — Personal YOU
• Networking event — Activity IT
• Prospect’s boardroom — Outcomes THEM
Of course, it may work to your advantage to juxtapose the focus 

– when you are versed in the nine positioning channels you can pick 
and choose your way around the grid as the situation dictates.

The energy levels

The second pattern that emerges in introduction situations is the 
energetic intensity of the introduction. There are three energy levels: 
LOW, MEDIUM and HIGH. Certain situations lend themselves to 
a more energetic and passionate introduction than others. Of course, 
some would argue that the higher the energy, the greater the impact 
on the other person — we don’t agree. Take the person sitting next 
to you on an eight-hour flight; we don’t know about you but we don’t 
want a ‘pushy networking superstar’ in seat 24a wowing us with her 
high-energy elevator statement. In this situation, a LOW energy 
introduction that grows in intensity as your interest grows may be 
more effective.

History — low energy
This is kind of like a verbal résumé outlining where you have been and 
what you have done. Be sure to edit out the irrelevant stuff. We learn 
to write résumés when we are young and before we’ve done anything. 
As a result we tend to pad them out, making as much as possible out 
of little. Now that you are a little older you can drop the stuff that 
you did years ago, or at least just sketch out the details. Only say that 
which is useful.
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‘I grew up in Newcastle, moved to Sydney to study, graduated in 
the late eighties and went to work in a prison. I then worked for the 
Australian Council for Health and Lend Lease, wrote a few books 
and ended up here on the corporate speaking circuit.’

Category — medium energy
The category channel is intentionally lacking in creativity. This is a 
black-and-white answer to the question. We often use this one as a 
trial balloon to see how interested the person asking the question is. 
You would answer with a professional category.

• ‘I am a chartered accountant in a boutique firm with six 
partners.’

• ‘I am the senior tax partner for a multinational professional 
services firm.’

• ‘I am a strategic communications consultant.’
• ‘I run the IT department for a major bank.’

Obsession — high energy
Here you get to talk about your passion. This is the time to get fired 
up and rant a little about what it is you believe.

‘I know that CEOs should spend less time preparing speeches 
and more time running businesses. Too many great leaders fail to 
think before they speak. If they simply got their ideas down more 
effectively they would make a greater impact when they spoke.’

Now, let’s talk about the activity

Examples — low energy
Choose an appropriate case study, an example of someone you have 
been working with lately. The risk with this of course is that you 
choose an example that bears absolutely no relevance to the person 
in front of you, or one that may jeopardize your chances of working 
with their organization. For example, if you were selling to a particular 
bank it may not help your case to discuss the work you have done for 
a competitor.
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‘One client we worked with recently had a problem getting their 
internal sales team to move from a product-based selling process 
into a relationship-based environment. Over six months we 
moved the incentive schemes and culture from having a focus on 
transactions to having a focus on relationships. They noticed a 40 per 
cent positive shift in client retention, and this looks like impacting 
the profit positively by another $250,000 this quarter alone.’

Analogy — medium energy
This channel is particularly useful if you sell an intangible service or a 
new category of product or service. You draw a comparison between 
an already established concept and what you do.

• ‘We are like a sports management company for information 
experts.’

• ‘I’m like a car mechanic for your computer. I’ll check your 
system and give you a warrant of fitness.’

• ‘I’m like the boarding announcer for a flight at the airport. 
I tell you when to get on board and invest and when to wait 
patiently.’

Uniqueness — high energy
Here, you try to set yourself apart from others in your field. This is 
where you get to state your unique selling proposition and make a 
distinction between yourself and others. Whatever the masses are 
doing, try to position some part of what you do as contrary or opposed 
to this.

• ‘While I am a lawyer, I am also a chartered accountant. This 
means we can handle all parts of the deal for you. We find 
this saves our clients time and money.’

• ‘I’m a business consultant, but I have worked in Japan for 14 
years so have contacts there and I speak the language.’
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Finally, let’s talk about the outcome

Solutions — low energy
This is similar to a case study or example, but here you actually state 
the benefits you create for others. It’s often easy to ask a question that 
explains why you have created a certain solution.

‘Do you find that you are spending too much time stuck in the 
day-to-day running of your business? We have created a personal 
effectiveness system that allows most people to get more done in less 
time. Our average client finds an extra three days’ productivity per 
month when using our system.’

Problems — medium energy
A problem is best described as the day-to-day internal dialogue your 
target has around what they do. When you start speaking about what 
is on their mind they truly engage with your products and services.

‘The biggest problems in any law firm are keeping good staff, and 
moving from a fee-for-service model to a value-based advice model. 
Our business addresses these problems and creates a future-proof 
environment for any mid-sized law firm to grow.’

Purpose — high energy
This is where you express the client’s reason for being in a way that 
shows you are aligned. You express how what you do is a perfect fit 
for their purpose.

‘Here at Cocktail Capers we realize that you should have as much 
fun at your own party as you would at someone else’s. That’s why 
we take care of everything from start to finish. You get to feel like 
you can just go to sleep at the end of the evening and know that 
when you wake up the next morning it’s as if the party was held 
somewhere else.’
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POSITIONING MATRIX STARTERS

starter sentencestep

 1 history
‘I began x years ago [say 10]. Then in [year] I worked on 
[say five years ago]. For the last [x years/months] I’ve been 
working on …’

 2 category
‘I consider myself a …’ 

 3 obsession
‘What I’m really passionate about is …’ 

 4 example
‘Just the other day I/we … [specific example of doing  
step 2]’ 

 5 analogy
‘It’s kind of like the [x] for [x]’ 

 6 uniqueness
‘I guess the thing that’s different about us/our  
process) …’ 

 7 solution
‘Some of the things we’ve been able to do include …’ 

 8 problems
‘The way I see it, there are three big challenges for the 
people I help …’

 9 purpose
‘I guess in my opinion, I feel that you’re in the business of … 
And what we do is …’
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When we pull the matrix together, we often use starter phrases 
that are on the diagram on page 100. Take some time to follow the 
various pathways you might take while talking with a person for the 
first time. It may help to read back through the nine examples we 
have just provided to better understand how they all fit together in 
the matrix.

Thought Leaders practise their Positioning Matrix until they 
know it off by heart. In fact, many prepare several and learn them. For 
example, Matt might position himself as a keynote speaker, Thought 
Leader mentor, or world-class presenter instructor depending on 
whom he meets and what business opportunities he wishes to generate.

A final word on simplicity. These nine channels are simply a 
starter’s guide. We have found many people can only remember three 
things, so by working in each of the three focus levels you will easily 
recall the three energy choices. And if you’re short on time, just use 
the three mid-level approaches: Category + Analogy + Problems.

Some worked-up examples

Each of the examples on the next two pages demonstrates the use of 
all nine of the introduction techniques.

1.  Open Learning Space (a business that provides  
e-learning platforms)

2. Corporate Anthropologist: Michael Henderson
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POSITIONING MATRIX SAMPLE 1

open learning space: positioning matrixstep

 1 history
‘We have provided training to over 100,000 people all over the 
world in face-to-face and online formats.’

 2 category
‘We provide an e-learning online platform that allows you to 
share ideas, training packages and products.’

 3 obsession
‘We love providing businesses as well as trainers, speakers and 
coaches, with a way to get their ideas and products out 24/7 — 
creating leveraged income and idea streaming.’

 4 example
‘By using our online learning system, any Thought Leader can 
ensure that they offer an ongoing service to their clients or end 
users —without having to travel or be in front of them.’

 5 analogy
‘Think of us as a personal YouTube learning channel — without 
the crappy videos showing dancing stuffed animals.’

 6 uniqueness
‘The thing that’s different about us is we are experts in learning 
and development — not just computer geeks.’

 7 solution
‘We solve the problem of allowing you to get your ideas 
communicated 24/7 in a way that embeds learning.’

 8 problems
‘The way we see it, many organizations as well as many 
speakers, trainers and coaches do not have a way to continue 
learning after the event — that increases learning, retention and 
performance.’

 9 purpose
‘After all, you are not in the business of web learning platforms; 
your business is about …’



the power of positioning

103

POSITIONING MATRIX SAMPLE 2

corporate anthropologist Michael Henderson: 
positioning matrix

step

 1 history
‘A degree in anthropology and award-winning author of three 
books on workplace culture and values. Thought Leaders 
mentor of 2010.’

 2 category
‘I am a business consultant.’

 3 obsession
‘I’m obsessed with supporting organizations and their leaders to 
create workplace cultures worth belonging to.’

 4 example
‘One of my clients lifted staff engagement by over 20 per cent in 
12 months.’

 5 analogy
‘I act like an anthropologist in your tribe, helping you to 
understand the workplace culture you have created and how it 
might be improved.’

 6 uniqueness
‘I guess the fact that I have a degree in anthropology and have 
studied organizational and traditional cultures in over 40 
countries gives me a wider and deeper understanding of the 
role and power of culture than many HR consultants have.’

 7 solution
‘I help leaders unlock the power of their company culture to 
enhance performance and staff job satisfaction.’

 8 problems
‘Common problems I fix are things like poor staff engagement, 
aligning the company culture to the business strategy — 
especially in sales and service-orientated business: this includes 
melting interdepartmental silo mentality and enhancing 
managers’ abilities to lift people’s performance.’

 9 purpose
‘The point is we want people to enjoy the culture they work in as 
they spend more time in their work culture than in their home 
or national culture. Happy staff serve customers more effectively 
and give more effort.’
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CASE STUDY

The field of engineering is commonly known for its attraction of 
talented individuals who have the ability to examine a project and 
look at it with a refined eye, often seeing what others do not. It is also 
a field that is fairly traditional; those achieving the heights of senior 
management often have years of practical project experience under 
their belt. This is not the case with Michael Jeffery, an engineering 
Thought Leader who has accelerated past this typical industry 
norm. At 30 years old, he was made the Major Projects Business 
Unit Manager for an Australian corporation known as State Water, 
overseeing a team involved in infrastructure projects worth over 
AU$900 million.

In discussing the complexities of his area, Michael is quick to use 
an analogy that allows others to fully grasp what his people do. He 
mentions that State Water, and specifically his area of Major Projects, 
is in the water storage and delivery business. Rather than leaving 
his explanation at that vague description, he expands by mentioning 
that what they do is like a combination of a Kennards Self Storage 
Company and a Lindsay Fox Transport Company simply rolled into 
one. It is this ability as a Thought Leader that has allowed Michael to 
position what he does in a new way.

State Water is a government-owned corporation that was restruc-
tured to take advantage of commercial opportunities in 2004. When 
the business moved from the traditional public service to a commercial 
corporation, State Water searched for individuals from the public sector, 
such as Michael, to assist them with the transition. Prior to his tenure 
at State Water, he was working for the Cardno Group. Initially, for this 
transition, Michael was brought in as the Project Manager for a team of 
15–20 people, with a focus on engineering and structural design.

Given his ability to continually position the capabilities of his 
team, partners and clients, and take advantages of further growth 

Michael Jeffery
Business Unit Manager Major Projects, State Water
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opportunities, Michael was promoted to the position of an Office 
Manager overseeing 35 staff with project budgets of AU$100–150 
million. Traditionally, most engineers look at the micro design of 
the project first, and then business second. One thing that Michael 
has become known for is his ability to blend both the engineering 
and commercial focus into the same conversation, thus creating an 
expedient and unique win/win approach with both the client and the 
team of engineers working on the project.

One of his current State Water projects is the AU$350 million dam 
safety upgrade programme to ensure that seven specific dams in New 
South Wales are prepared for a one in 100,000 years flood. Michael is 
quick to mention the strong capabilities of his current team and how 
instrumental they have been in keeping projects on track. He views 
his role as being not just providing protection from possible floods 
but ensuring that the safety upgrade allows for other events that could 
impact the economic, ecological and community culture of the same 
area. He is seen as someone who calls a spade a spade but who also 
has this unique ability to blend various viewpoints into a common 
theme, and position an effective course forward. Michael does this 
while manoeuvring around the obvious political obstacles that come 
to the surface and must be dealt with in the duration of working on 
any large project.

He also realized that a $100 million dollar project could be easily 
derailed and delayed due to small details not being discussed in the 
early stages. While working for a smaller engineering firm, he prided 
himself on getting almost 90 per cent of his development applications 
for large projects approved on their first submission to the respective 
councils. This is an almost unheard-of achievement in development 
and engineering work, but Michael attributes his success rate to his 
ability to get the right people in the right place and so create the 
bridge for a win/win outcome.

Because he views himself as a problem solver, he focuses on the 
issues and concerns of other people and positions the discussion from 
their perspective, rather than his own. This is a true Thought Leader 
strategy of discussion and leadership. One of the experiences that 
allowed him to understand this approach was when he was studying 
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for his degree in engineering at the University of Wollongong. To 
help support himself during his study, Michael approached a number 
of local engineering firms for a paid position. He ended up getting 
the chance to run a small one-person office on a satellite site for an 
engineer, responsible for everything from answering calls, typing 
proposals and being involved in engineering projects.

As a university student and still under 20 years old, he had to 
learn quickly to be able to keep up with and fulfil the requirements 
of his work. He came to the realization that if he could take what 
he was learning into the theory of his typical university lectures and 
then quickly translate that to the real-life projects he was facing in 
this job, he would be a step ahead in both his study and his work. 
This realization fuelled his need to learn more as he garnered these 
practical skills which also allowed him to see things differently.

Now when looking to the future, Michael sees his role in State 
Water and the role of State Water in society as critical. In fact, he is 
of the view that the environment will be his biggest client within two 
or three years, and he is currently working on strategies to position 
himself and his division to be on the leading edge around the issues 
of water and the infrastructure needed for our communities to stay 
in balance with the environment. Although this is not a task in his 
current portfolio, he sees this as what will naturally come next — and, 
as a Thought Leader, he positions his people to be ready.

Achievements

In addition to rising quickly through the ranks of the engineering 
industry, Michael has achieved amazing results, including:

• Effectively managing a $900 million project. At the age of 
just 31! Michael was brought into his current role to help the 
State Water corporation transition from the public service 
mentality to that of a commercial business. Not only has he 
proven his capabilities in this area, he quickly expanded the 
project portfolio of his team to essentially double its original 
size within 18 months. While many people would have 
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needed to have years of experience to gain the capacity and 
skills to oversee a project of this size, Michael has managed 
to do it while in his early thirties.

• Significant project approval rate. Michael has also demon-
strated the importance of understanding the perspectives of 
partners and associates, and positioning a situation to take 
into account the viewpoints of each side in order to create a 
win/win outcome in less time. This skill has allowed him to 
achieve a development application approval rate of almost  
90 per cent which is almost unprecedented when dealing 
with the bureaucracy of local government councils.

• Viewed as a problem solver, not a problem creator. A large 
part of Michael’s success can be attributed to his unique 
viewpoint as a problem solver. In the field of engineering, 
when one must deal with literally thousands if not millions 
of variables, it is easy to identify details that could go wrong. 
Rather than getting lost in the specific complexities of these 
details, Michael succeeds by understanding other viewpoints 
while looking for common ground to reach a solution.

Our observations on Michael Jeffery’s  
Thought Leadership

He has a unique ability to understand the perspectives of other people, 
and communicates with them in a way that allows them to understand 
what he wants to bring to the table. This has caused him to be viewed 
as much wiser and to be respected more than other similarly aged 
people.

As a Thought Leader, Michael commonly uses metaphors to allow 
others to fully understand the point that he wishes to get across to 
them. His genius also lies in his ability to quickly see the value that 
others can add to the discussion and ultimately the project, and so 
then position them based on their expertise. He can then paint a 
picture of the potential of their combined abilities so that those others 
can fully understand both perspectives.
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6
choose your channel

how to share your ideas effectively

To the man who only has a hammer, everything  
he encounters begins to look like a nail.

— Abraham H. Maslow

Deliver your ideas in any format

Communication is measured less by what you say and more by what 
is heard. Get the integrity of your messages as perfect as you can. 
Thought Leaders need to be world-class communicators. This requires 
both flexibility and capability in equal doses. You need to develop a 
broad capability to communicate in any situation. You need to be able 
to then access those skills and adjust your delivery style as required — 
and select the right channel.

There are three broad personal communication modes. Knowing 
which part of your ideas to share, in which mode, is critical to excellent 
Thought Leadership.

1. Tell
2.  Show
3.  Ask
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When analysing communication techniques, we find that they fall 
into three broad categories: ‘tell’ moments, where you deliver great 
ideas through stories and examples (content); ‘show’ moments, where 
you deliver great education by sharing ideas and principles (concepts); 
and ‘ask’ moments, where you use the power of questioning to lead 
people through your ideas, individually or in groups. In Thought 
Leaders, we call this your delivery mode, and we suggest that true 
Thought Leaders need to be able to access all modes as required. So:

• Tell a story. When keynote speaking, be sure to focus on 
CONTENT. For example, tell stories that inspire, tell the 
relevance of your ideas, unpack a three-step process, share 
facts and statistics.

• Show an idea. When training or running a workshop, be sure 
to focus on the CONCEPT. For example, draw a model, 
make a point, present a case study of how the idea has 
worked already for someone else.

• Ask a question. When coaching people, be sure to focus on 
CONTEXT. For example, ask questions that elicit content, 
then draw a model.

Doing this ensures you can use your great ideas again and again — 
in many different formats.

Approaches to delivering your message

There are separate models or approaches that you can use to deliver 
your messages directly or indirectly. (See the diagram on the next 
page.)

Direct
The direct channels allow you to focus immediately on them as an 
individual. It is the communication that is intended to be sent with 
the individual in mind.

• Tell  =  Authorship
• Show  =  Mentor
• Ask  =  Coach



thought leaders

110

MODE MODEL
Tr

ai
ne

r
Speaker Author

M
entor

Coach

Facilitator

IN
D

IR
E

C
T D

IR
E

C
T

CONTENT

CONCEPT

CONTEX T



choose your channel

111

Indirect
The indirect channels allow you to deliver your message to a larger 
group. It is not so much targeted to an individual but more to a group 
of individuals.

• Tell  =  Speaker
• Show  =  Trainer
• Ask  =  Facilitator
We suggest you package your Thought Leadership so that it can be 

delivered across all or any of these six channels. In the expertise section 
you learned how to create an IP snapshot of your ideas with three 
distinct yet aligned components: a content piece, a concept piece and 
a context piece. You use all three elements when you communicate, 
but one of these three takes priority depending on the channel or 
mode you are presenting through.

• The tell modes are mainly about content.
• The show modes are mainly about concept.
• The ask modes are mainly about context.

Six key capabilities to think about in each  
of the six modes

What follows are six key capabilities to think about in each of the 
six modes. They are organized with one major and five minor skills 
you need to develop. We have developed 102 specific skills and 102 
commercial actions you need to consider across these modes. When 
we teach them, though, we do so in three layers, ensuring that 
Thought Leaders focus only on those skills for which they need to get 
their capabilities functional in each mode. Mastery is a great pursuit 
but often one achieved at some commercial cost. Speak well enough 
to share your ideas, coach well enough to serve your ideas but leave 
mastery for later. In other words, get on with it, then when you are 
up and running get good at it. The following pages are good to revisit 
when you are thinking about any of the channels.
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Speaker channel
Speaking is about telling. It often involves speaking to many people in 
a direct way that delivers a specific message.

•  Why is speaking good for Thought Leadership? Speaking 
is the broadcast channel. The minute a Thought Leader gets 
on a platform they are able to influence significantly more 
people than through the other modes. It is a leveraged way to 
gain influence. The nature of the love experience is such that 
people get caught up in the positive energy of the crowd as 
they respond to your great ideas.

Speaking is leading. Speakership is the twenty-first- 
century voice of leadership. It is the key to greater influence 
and engagement and driving energy through your business.

• Why is Thought Leadership good for speaking? We have 
all experienced a speaker who breaks all the rules of public 
speaking and yet is totally compelling. This is because message 
trumps method. A Thought Leader is someone with a great 
message to share. This makes them more likely to succeed in 
speaking than someone with all the gear but no idea.

Six skills to focus on for the speaking channel
Key speaking skill: message management
A great speaker can organize gorgeous messages into a flowing 
narrative that the audience can swim through. From storytelling to 
making meaning, world-class presenters are masters of message.

Speaking skill 1: focus attention
Great speakers are able to focus the attention of the audience.

It’s as if normal conversation becomes white noise. The speaker 
lines up their key ideas in a way that communicates absolute certainty, 
leaves very little open to interpretation and is unambiguous. Speakers 
are also able to focus attention through clever use of movement, 
gesture and language selection (linguistics). In doing so, they can 
focus the attention of the audience.
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Speaking skill 2: awesome speakers are able to crystallize a point
Due to their ability to organize their thinking and speaking around 
specific and discrete ideas, they are able to deliver their message in a 
clearly defined package. When a Thought Leader speaks, the audience 
is left in no doubt as to what it was they said.

Speaking skill 3: a fabulous speaker can establish relevance
A Thought Leader is so confident in their message that they can 
afford to tailor their examples and customize the details of their ideas 
in a way that increases the relevance and meaning for everyone in the 
room.

Speaking skill 4: talk it up and down
Great speakers use the power of abstraction to take any specific 
example or point they are making and tie it into some larger existential 
or metaphysical idea. In so doing, they are able to engage the global 
thinkers in the room: those who need to understand the big picture as 
well as those who need more concrete specific detail.

Speaking skill 5: inspire people to take action
To be an awesome, rock star presenter, you have to change the human 
condition for those in the room. This means that, as a result of what 
you say and the power of your word, you inspire the audience to do 
something. 

Motivation comes from within, no doubt, so the best you can hope 
to do is to breathe life into, and inspire, the people in the room. In our 
opinion, the measure of a successful presentation is the effect you had 
on the direction or apathy in the room.

Additional speaking skills
In addition to the initial skills mentioned above, there are two further 
bands of skills that have been identified: one for the competent 
speaker and one for the masterful speaker. 
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These include:
Competent skills (5)
• Reveal and unravel
• Memorable phrasing
• State management
• Advanced premise management
• Interpret and direct
Masterful skills (5)
• High personal evolution
• Minimal preparation time
• Quotable sound bites
• High use of open loop metaphors
• Implied content depth

Authorship channel
Authorship is also about telling, but through a different channel. It is 
the transference of your message to others in their time and in their 
place.

• Why is authorship good for Thought Leadership? Alongside 
speaking, writing is one of the most powerful and common 
means of delivering Thought Leadership. Writing enables 
you to speak with one voice to many people at great distances 
regardless of time and, if translated, even language barriers. 
Writing gives you huge leverage in a global market.

• Why is Thought Leadership good for authorship? The word 
author comes from the root word authority. As a Thought 
Leader, becoming an author immediately positions you as 
an authority in a chosen topic. Usually, when we think of a 
writer or author we automatically assume they write books. 
This has been the traditional model for the past 400 years. 
However, during the past two decades, and especially in the 
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past five years, authorship has reached the electronic age. 
Thought Leaders now publish their ideas not only in books 
but also via white papers, e-zines, blogs and Twitter. In fact, 
in many respects these electronic forms of writing are more 
effective than publishing a book. Electronic publishing can 
be written and distributed quickly to capture a moment and 
market interest. They also enable a Thought Leader to write 
specifically for their database.

Six skills for the authorship channel
Key authorship skill: ability to invest
Writing takes time, energy and planning. If you don’t have the clarity 
of thought or time, writing will prove difficult. So the key skill to 
ensure you write is to develop the ability to invest in the process. We 
choose the word ‘invest’ deliberately. You have to input time, energy 
and thought in order to create a desired output, such as a blog, article 
or book.

Authorship skill 1: ability to focus and stay on track
There are many ways of doing this and the trick is to find one that works 
for you. Matt, for example, writes on a computer that is completely 
dedicated to writing. There are no games, presentation files or emails 
available on his laptop to distract him. Michael constantly finds that 
while writing one book, including this one, he gets ideas for another. 
Hence to ensure he stays focused he keeps a trusty moleskin notebook 
next to him to quickly capture his random thoughts and then return 
to the manuscript to continue writing.

Authorship skill 2: maintain momentum
Once you start writing, write regularly. There is a magic that occurs in 
writing when you get in the flow. Writing regularly tends to increase 
the frequency of writing in flow. Writing in flow, if you have never 
heard of or experienced it, feels as if you are simply taking dictation 
as your thoughts or the universe or your genius provide the ideas and 
words, and your fingers write or type them.



thought leaders

116

Authorship skill 3: work to a structure
Thought Leaders mostly write in the non-fiction genre. Non-fiction 
requires logical sequencing to support the reader’s access to your 
thinking. Developing a structure to write with saves time, keeps your 
writing sequential and inevitably makes your writing easier to read 
and more easily understood and digested.

Authorship skill 4: come from clarity
Thought Leadership is an exciting discipline and art. Once you begin 
to practise, ideas seem to flow in. Using your ‘pink sheets’ or IP is the 
best way to ensure you are creating and sequencing your thoughts 
from a position of clarity.

Authorship skill 5: think both as the receiver and as the author
It sounds obvious saying this but many of a Thought Leader’s readers 
will not have as much in-depth understanding of or experience with 
your subject as you do. It pays to write accordingly. Write so that even 
someone new to your topic can comfortably follow your thinking and 
absorb your ideas. It is so easy to fall into the trap of using jargon 
or technical language or to even assume that your reader already 
understands something about the concept you are writing about.

Additional authorship skills
In addition to the initial skills mentioned above, there are two further 
bands of skills that have been identified: one for the competent level 
and one for the masterful level. These include:

Competent skills (5)
• Move on at completion
• Audit existing content
• Organize logically
• Don’t get attached to good; go for great
• Establish feedback diversity
Masterful skills (5)
• Know your receiver
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• Research facts
• Step away from the project
• Care about the detail

Training channel
Training is about showing. It is often sharing a process with a group 
of people that allows them to learn a new skill.

• Why is training good for Thought Leadership? Training 
allows a Thought Leader to show others what they need to 
do — and how to do it. It is about providing a set of skills 
and a process to create a behavioural change across a group 
of people. Many Thought Leaders will have used their genius 
to identify a new way to do things. Training allows others 
to take these ideas and implement them step by step in the 
pursuit of a better outcome.

• Thought Leading trainers make it their 
responsibility to understand what they do and break it down 
into an easily identifiable step-by-step sequence for others 
to duplicate. This is a skill, as it requires thought to analyse 
the unseen steps that occur in a particular way. It also forces 
you to find new ways of showing how to improve skills 
and capabilities — and often allow others to change their 
approach.

• Why is Thought Leadership good for training? Millions, 
if not billions, of dollars are spent on training employees 
annually across the globe. It is rare to find anyone who has 
sat through a training course and not been bored due to the 
ineffectiveness of the training content — or the trainer’s 
delivery. Thought Leadership allows you to take training to 
a new level. It is more than just showing a six-step process 
and discussing each of the steps with the trainee. When you 
develop an effective training approach and the group you are 
training enthusiastically apply what you have taught them, 
great things happen. Targets are surpassed, people are unified 
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and results are amplified across a group of people who are 
aware that they have accomplished something that they may 
not have been able to before the training.

Six skills for the training channel
Key training skill: establish process
Training is all about the step-by-step process that is used to show 
what needs to be done.

Training skill 1: drive content objectives
Being clear on the outcomes you want your trainees to achieve is one 
of the keys to successful training. The most dynamic trainer in the 
world can be interesting and share lots of stories but completely miss 
the point. Training is only effective if those attending your training 
are able to implement the new skills and achieve a result.

Training skill 2: review and refresh content creatively
You need to ensure that you build into your training a way to repeat 
the key messages in numerous ways. This is critical given the different 
learning styles of individuals as well as the experience they bring into 
the training environment. People who have been in a role or organi -
zation for a period of time may have been introduced to what you are 
going to train them in, so it is important to refresh your content.

Training skill 3: engage interest
Almost everyone has been to a boring training programme where 
the trainer fails to grab the attention of the group. To fully open up 
someone to learning a new skill, you must engage them in a way 
that they want to be there and want to learn. The group dynamics of 
training allow for collective engagement. This is, however, dependent 
on your ability to consistently engage the trainees and capture their 
ever-shortening attention spans.
Training skill 4: design effective curriculum
One critical area that separates training from the other modes is a 
specific agenda or curriculum that the trainer is going to follow in 
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teaching others. This requires time to create the best framework for 
the skills that need to be taught. More than likely you will need to 
include the main point, the way that you will share this point with the 
group and the process that you will use to allow them to practise this 
new knowledge or skill.

Training skill 5: vary teaching techniques
By varying your training approach, you will increase your group’s 
learning and ability. Training is more than standing at the front of 
a room and telling the trainees what the step-by-step process is. 
You need to be able to use a blend of training methods to embed 
the learning. This could include interactive discussions, real-time role 
plays, dyadic activities, case studies, partner interviews and a range of 
other techniques to help drive the learning into their minds — and 
their actions!

Additional training skills
In addition to the initial skills mentioned above, there are two further 
bands of skills that have been identified: one for the competent level 
and one for the masterful level. These include:

Competent skills (5)
• Pinpoint competence
• Assess understanding
• Provide application
• Empower individuals
• Design around learning styles
Masterful skills (5)
• Explore different facets
• Exploit tools for review
• Quick study
• Identify essential learnings
• Enhanced repetition techniques
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Mentoring channel
Mentoring is about sharing your past experience. This often is in a 
one-to-one setting that allows you to show insights that you learned 
in similar situations or similar roles.

• Why is mentoring good for Thought Leadership? When you 
mentor others you get amazing rewards. You actually get to 
participate in the journey of the person you mentor and this 
helps refine your thinking and clarify your instincts in such a 
way that you can leverage them again and again. Rather than 
just getting the benefit, with mentoring you get to capture 
it. This, of course, serves the person you mentor, but it serves 
you the mentor just as much. Some of our best ideas as 
Thought Leaders have come from sharing our ideas out loud 
with mentees. You create your Thought Leadership as you 
mentor.

• Thought Leading mentors make it their job to 
understand what they do so well that they can reverse-
engineer it for other people. They have to go from being great 
at something to being masterful. The mastery comes when 
you know it inside and out and are able to teach the process 
to others so that they benefit.

• Why is Thought Leadership good for mentoring? Great 
mentoring is Thought Leadership! When you can capture 
what you have learned from years and years doing what you 
do and share it with others in such a way that they get direct 
accelerated benefit, you have immediately begun to be a 
Thought Leader.

Six skills for the mentoring channel
Key mentoring skill: enhance experience
Mentoring is all about experience. You cannot mentor someone 
in something in which you have no experience. It also needs to be 
experiential. The mentor creates experiences for the person they are 
mentoring.
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Mentoring skill 1: expose personal experiences
Your experiences need to be shared. We say ‘exposed’ because quite 
often the mentee will learn as much from your mistakes as from your 
successes. To be a great mentor you open your world to the mentee.

Mentoring skill 2: hold a threat-free space
Of course, this applies to the person you are helping, but it also applies 
to you as the mentor. A mentee is normally ambitious enough to be 
robust and OK with whatever you dish out. They may even expect a 
bit of push from you. This skill is more about your ability to not feel 
threatened as they start to exceed expectations and really start to get 
some runs on the board.

Mentoring skill 3: allow for personal experiences
You need to enjoy yourself as a mentor. Enjoy some personal experiences 
with the mentee; it is not all work. The benefit of experiencing you in 
more than one facet is key to the mentee’s experience. Perhaps they 
come to your house for dinner or they sit with you and your kids 
one afternoon. It is a deeper, more holistic relationship than any of 
the other modes. Naturally, you need to manage your boundaries well 
with this. Just make sure it doesn’t become friendtoring!

Mentoring skill 4: make time in time
If you are ready to be a mentor you probably don’t have the time. 
This means that mentoring happens in both an informal and a formal 
structure. The formal structure might be a one-hour conversation 
every fortnight. The informal structure might be picking you up from 
the airport or sharing a flight or attending a live meeting with you.

Mentoring skill 5: personalize the learning
Everything needs to be made relevant for the person being mentored. 
If you share a story of what once worked for you, you need to be 
sure to relate it to them and to whatever they are dealing with at the 
moment. Modern mentoring is a value exchange. For most of us it is 
a commercial offering (people pay to be mentored), which has forced 
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us to do more than simply reminisce about our past wins and losses. 
Drive the relevance home.

Additional mentoring skills
In addition to the initial skills mentioned above, there are two further 
bands of skills that have been identified: one for the competent level 
and one for the masterful level. These include:

Competent skills (5)
• Leverage influence
• Set boundaries
• Monitor progress closely
• Timely interventions
• Accelerate learning curves
Masterful skills (5)
• Seek understanding
• Get involved in content
• Provide perspective and feedback
• Make it personal
• Discuss end date and manage expectations

Facilitating channel
Facilitating is about asking a group of people questions. Often this 
is to guide the group in a particular direction by drawing out their 
viewpoints.

• Why is facilitating good for Thought Leadership? Facilitation 
allows you to draw out of a group of people their ideas, 
aspirations and thoughts. By asking questions of a group of 
people, you are able to set the tone of the discussion without 
telling them what ideas to discuss. This allows you to be 
viewed as a guide encouraging exploration of issues, concerns 
or solutions that all come from the group. Another advantage 
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of facilitation is that it allows you to maximize your time by 
asking common questions of a group of people — rather than 
individually.

• Why is Thought Leadership good for facilitating? Many 
business leaders do not know how to facilitate. Often they 
ask a group a question, then spend the next 15 minutes 
answering the question for them. This is not facilitating 
Thought Leadership — or even demonstrating it. As an 
effective Thought Leader you need to use facilitation to 
engage others in a discussion. Creating the right environment 
and asking the right questions allows a group of people 
to respond without fear of rejection, repercussion or 
persecution. Also be aware that this trusting environment 
carries on beyond the facilitated session, so ensure people are 
commended for sharing their true thoughts — rather than 
individually interrogated at a later date!

Six skills for the facilitating channel
Key facilitation skill: establish environment
A great facilitator has the ability to create a trusting environment 
that will encourage their audience to fully participate. Without this 
supportive environment, true thoughts, viewpoints or ideas will not 
be aired.

Facilitating skill 1: remove personal agenda
You need to ensure that when you facilitate you remove your personal 
biases from the conversations. A group will quickly identify if you 
are trying to steer or control the discussion and this will limit your 
outcomes. It is important to leave your agenda behind — and focus 
on the themes that the group is sharing.

Facilitating skill 2: create trust
Without trust there is no honesty. Your role as a facilitator is to ensure 
that trust is built and encouraged. By establishing guidelines before 
the facilitation you can set the scene for this trust. However, during 
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the discussion you will need to continue encouraging and recognizing 
honesty when shared.

Facilitating skill 3: respect diversity
You need to appreciate — and actually seek out — diversity of 
viewpoints and ideas when you facilitate. Often the individuals with 
opposing views add a new dimension to the same topic or idea. Some 
of the greatest innovations of our time have come from facilitated 
discussions that allowed for a broad range of views to be shared. 
Imagine where we would be if Apple had discounted the idea of 
the iPod when someone on their product team mentioned it in a 
discussion.

Facilitating skill 4: not be attached to outcome
True facilitation allows a process to be free flowing and move in 
numerous directions. You need to have a direction in mind, but not be 
tied to a specific outcome. By remaining detached from a particular 
end result you are able to focus on the group dynamics and quality of 
ideas being shared.

Facilitating skill 5: active listening
When facilitating it is your responsibility to ensure every individual 
group member is heard. This requires an acute level of hearing because 
during a passionate discussion it is often the loudest individual that 
gets listened to. A Thought Leading facilitator has the unique ability 
to pick up on the quieter, yet just as valuable, comments that other 
group members make. Often this is a crucial turning point for a 
group, as these individuals have been processing the discussion and 
can provide extremely important insights — as long as they are heard.
Additional facilitating skills
In addition to the initial skills mentioned above, there are two further 
bands of skills that have been identified: one for the competent level 
and one for the masterful level. 
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These include:
Competent skills (5)
• Capture conversation
• Check understanding
• Hold the space in tension
• Balance content
• Expose all opinions
Masterful skills (5)

• Ability to drill down on an issue
• Shift levels of abstraction
• Break deadlocks
• Manage energy
• Summarize actions

Coaching channel
Coaching is about asking an individual key questions. Often it is 
about allowing them to explore their own viewpoints and reflect on 
the issues that they currently face.

• Why is coaching good for Thought Leadership? Coaching is 
the art of asking great questions of an individual in a one-on-
one setting. To be a coach you do not need to be an expert 
in a particular skill, position or industry (unlike a mentor). 
You need to be able to ask powerful questions that inspire a 
higher level of thinking and understanding in your coachee. 
It provides you with a way to check in with an individual — 
without being seen to look over their shoulder or tell them 
what they should be doing.

• Why is Thought Leadership good for coaching? In a business 
environment coaching occurs, but it often does not get the 
attention it deserves. Think of the opportunities to check 
in with an individual about their thoughts, activities or 
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approach. This provides you with a touchpoint that assists 
them in focusing in on a particular area — without you 
having to tell them exactly what it is. Great Thought Leader 
coaches ask questions that plant a seed in the individual that 
grows and takes their thinking to another level.

Six skills for the coaching channel
Key coaching skill: ensure agreement
Coaching is all about the agreed relationship and result that aligns 
you and your coachee. You cannot coach someone in an area that they 
have no interest in. The coaching must be in an area that they agree to 
take on board — and implement!

Coaching skill 1: identify agenda
You need to identify the agenda and the process that you will take 
in the coaching session. This is important as it allows you to paint 
a picture in the mind of your coachee of what will be discussed. 
Often the agenda will include: review of agreed tasks, current issues 
exploration and resetting of new tasks.

Coaching skill 2: check in regularly
To make coaching powerful you need to continue it on a regular basis. 
Sitting down to ask questions and focusing on the individual is only 
part of the process. Coaching is about accountability and without 
follow-up check-ins over time the experience is limited. Commit to 
a series of coaching check-ins with the individual you are working 
with — they will often look forward to spending the time individually 
with you.

Coaching skill 3: assess deeper issues
You need to be aware of the questions that you ask. Often they will 
start on the surface, but you will need to have a stable of questions 
that go deeper. These questions will often peel back the layers of 
understanding to reveal underlying sequences, themes or patterns that 
may need to be addressed.
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Coaching skill 4: maintain perspective
As a coach it is important to keep your perspective outside the 
individual and the issue. You need to allow them to fully understand 
the point you are making without telling them everything. Part of 
the brilliance in a coaching session is when the coachee comes to a 
new realization about something — without you as the coach directly 
telling them what it is.

Coaching skill 5: control overload
One of the challenges that you may have as a coach is to try not to 
address too many areas in one session. Resist the temptation to identify 
10 issues for the individual to address, understand and implement. 
Have your coachee focus on three to five questions or specific areas 
before your next coaching session.

Additional coaching skills
In addition to the initial skills mentioned above, there are two further 
bands of skills that have been identified: one for the competent level 
and one for the masterful level. These include:

Competent skills (5)
• Filter views and focus attention
• Establish plan and periodization schedule
• Attach to outcomes
• Know the individuals
• Conduct gap analysis
Masterful skills (5)
• Seek empathy over sympathy
• Prioritise activities
• Exploit existing energy
• Systematize feedback
• Remain client-centred
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When to use which channel

Remember in a business or organizational setting you will need to 
select the most appropriate channel for the outcome that you desire. 
Be careful not to get ‘stuck’ by using just one delivery mode to get 
your message across. Everyone knows a senior leader who only has the 
ability to tell people what to do in large meetings then retreats to their 
corner office waiting to see the results.

A Thought Leader is much more than this limited dimension and 
can blend the necessary communication touchpoints to mobilize their 
workforce. This means at times you will need to mentor your people 
individually, sharing your expertise and allowing them to grow. At 
other times you will need to facilitate an open discussion, soliciting 
their honest opinion and viewpoints to ensure a decision is made 
with broad clarity. These skills take time and many Thought Leaders 
effortlessly demonstrate them naturally. Your task is to select the right 
channel for the right person at the right time!
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CASE STUDY

Peter Baines 
Founder, Hands Across the Water Australia

When Peter Baines stepped onto a beach in Thailand following the 
2004 Boxing Day tsunami, he was not aware of what would lie ahead. 
Deployed at the request of the Thai government, Peter was leading an 
Australian Forensic Investigation Police Task Force, building on his 
20 years in the New South Wales Police. He had been on response 
teams to some of the most challenging natural disasters and acts of 
terrorism as part of his tenure, but the magnitude of what he faced 
was larger than he could have imagined. However, he went on to lead 
the International Disaster Victim Identification response overseeing 
teams from 36 countries over the next three months.

While in Thailand, with a lack of infrastructure, his team faced 
incredible challenges in negotiating for supplies, as well as harsh 
weather conditions and communication obstacles. In addition, his role 
was to oversee the identification of thousands of dead bodies that were, 
in accordance with Thai custom, being cremated before identification. 
One of his first successes was to put world-class standards in place to 
get the right body back to their loved ones around the world. Over 
the months of his tours he faced unique challenges. One was to find 
a way to keep the enthusiasm of Thai soldiers — whose sole task 
was to carry the decomposing bodies out of storage for the forensics 
process to be conducted. Not only was this a disheartening job, it was 
something that these Thai soldiers had to do day in and day out 15 or 
16 hours per day.

As a Thought Leader, Peter noticed that he needed to do something 
to brighten their spirits and build a connection. Recognizing the 
passion and patriotism that most Thais share, he and his Australian 
teammates decided to learn the Thai National Anthem — in Thai. 
The routine for the past two or three months had been for the Thai 
soldiers to proudly sing the national anthem before starting their daily 
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duties. He noticed that when they sang, they were proud and sang 
with enthusiasm to show their commitment to King and country. 
However, he also noticed that, immediately following this, their heads 
would hang lower and they would shuffle off to their duties of hauling 
the body bags.

One morning Peter and his team, while standing behind the Thai 
solders, began loudly singing the Thai national anthem. The Thai 
soldiers not only smiled, but afterwards greeted the Australians with 
pride, given their efforts. After this moment, when the Australians 
needed their help, the Thai soldiers would act with more enthusiasm 
and their energy would rise, showing a true connection had been 
made — even in the midst of the death that surrounded them daily.

Peter was stationed in the Khao Lak region, which sustained the 
most deadly impact on the Thailand coastline. It is estimated that 
almost 10,000 people lost their life and over 2000 children lost one or 
both of their parents in the tsunami. Before he finished his last tour 
Peter took a special interest in a large number of Thai children who 
had lost all of their families and were living underneath makeshift 
tarps, being looked after by a handful of volunteers. Before he left 
Thailand, along with a number of his colleagues, Peter agreed to not 
forget what they had experienced — and more importantly to try to 
do something to help these children in need.

Upon returning to Australia, he started identifying the channels 
that could spread the word to others to get them involved. He began 
talking about what he saw and the experiences that he had — and the 
need to support these Thai orphans who had lost everything. Peter 
recognized the conference speaking channel as a way to not only 
touch thousands of people but also to provide an opportunity for the 
corporate world to get involved and further his cause. After a number 
of months, because of his inspirational story and vision to ‘do the 
right thing’, organizations began seeking him out to start sharing his 
story at corporate conferences and events. As he shared what he had 
seen, people began to donate generously. In response, Peter started the 
charity Hands Across the Water Australia, which pooled people and 
resources to assist the children that were in desperate need.
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In crafting his vision for the charity, he was very clear about the 
principles that he wanted to follow. He decided that all the money 
that was donated would go directly to projects for the kids and their 
communities — without any funds being siphoned off to pay for 
expensive marketing budgets, administration or staffing costs. This 
makes his charity unique, given it is estimated that up to 50 per cent 
of funds that most charities collect is used for their internal infra-
structure, salaries and marketing costs — with the remainder going 
to those in need.

With the funds raised, Peter was able to work with a local Thai 
partner and the first orphanage was built in August 2006, named 
Baan Tharn Namchai. Initially, it was built for 40 children, but it 
immediately had almost 60. Rather than turn these additional children 
away, Peter increased his commitment to getting results and began 
speaking at a professional level. He was able to raise enough funds to 
build a second orphanage, which was completed in December 2008.

With Peter’s support, both orphanages are home to over 70 children 
— as well as serving as a daily day care for the local community to 
allow other families the opportunity to work and improve their own 
standard of living. To continue supporting the children, Peter and 
the HATWA Board have committed to covering the ongoing annual 
running costs of around AU$50,000 that cover 15 staff as well as 
school uniforms, buses and basic necessities.

In addition to providing a roof over the orphans’ heads, Peter is 
very committed to helping the orphanages become self-sufficient. As 
well as building the orphanages, he has raised funds to purchase a 
rubber plantation, plant bamboo groves and start a fish farm. These 
projects are designed to help provide additional food for the kids but 
also to allow the orphanages to generate an income that will be able 
to sustain them for the next 30 years.

Because of the growing interest in his story, and to provide him 
with the time to focus more on the Thai children, Peter left the police 
force in 2008. He is now a full-time speaker, as well as an author who 
is using a number of channels to continue his Thought Leadership. 
His next large project is to improve the communities in Bann Nam 
Kiem that support the children, with a Tsunami Youth and Refuge 
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Centre being built to teach healthy lifestyles as well as be a positive 
community education centre. Many people did not return to the area 
where this new building is being constructed because there is no high 
ground or refuge in the event of another tsunami. To address this issue 
this new building has been designed to withstand a tsunami and allow 
1000 people to be held on its rooftop safely.

Peter’s vision of helping has not waned, despite all that he has 
achieved. His charity has also added a third orphanage north of 
Bangkok that has over 100 children, many of them with HIV-related 
illnesses. Once he saw first hand how poor their conditions were, he 
quickly mobilized a group of volunteers for Taskforce Yasothon to 
work on the ground to improve conditions.

Achievements

In following his vision, Peter has accomplished some amazing things, 
including:

• Creating fundraising experiences. To raise funds, without 
having the infrastructure costs of typical charities, Peter 
and his Board hold fundraising events that allow people to 
connect to the vision — and get an experience of giving. One 
of the largest fundraisers is a 810-kilometre bike ride from 
Bangkok to the Orphanage in Khao Lak. Each rider needs to 
raise $10,000 and pay for their expenses to join the ride. In 
the first year of the bike ride they raised $180,000 and in the 
second year over $340,000.

• Building a future — not just a giving a meal. To progress 
from an idea of providing a roof over the heads of some 
Thai orphans after the tsunami to having over 200 kids 
being taken care of with education and a brighter future 
is an amazing accomplishment in four years. As a further 
inspiration, Peter and the Board have committed to helping 
the orphanages for the long term with their projects in 
education and sustainability with the purchase of income-
generating projects.
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• Launching a new charity model. By ensuring that donors’ 
funds go directly to projects for the Thai children and 
their communities, Peter has created a new model that is 
challenging the traditional approach. This also appeals to 
many potential donors who have been upset in the past 
when they find out that the charity that they have supported 
spends a large portion of their donation on marketing and 
staff expenses.

Our observations on Peter Baines’s  
Thought Leadership

Peter quickly realized the need to select the right channel to get his 
message out to more people. By speaking to larger audiences his vision 
was shared quickly and people were moved so much that they wanted 
to help. He now flies around the world to speak to larger and larger 
audiences, who in turn spread his vision to thousands more potential 
supporters.

While it would have been easy to follow in the footsteps of most 
charities and set himself up on a salary and use donors’ funds to 
pay for marketing and infrastructure costs, as a Thought Leader he 
chose a different path. By using his creativity and leverage of people’s 
willingness to share, the charity has created a unique model to be 
admired by others.
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7
understanding mindsets

how to adapt your communication  
approach to suit different people

When dealing with people, remember you are not dealing 
with creatures of logic, but creatures of emotion. 

 — Dale Carnegie

The focus of this skill is how to adapt your communication approach 
to fit the needs of different people. Having created great and useful 
ideas, the next step obviously is to ensure you deliver them in a way 
that can be understood and, more importantly, embraced and acted 
upon. The trick is to learn how other people learn. To achieve this 
Thought Leaders pay deliberate attention to learning channels.

Learning channels

Howard Gardner, a professor at the Harvard Graduate School of 
Education, proposed a model for multiple intelligences. His work 
has led to a revolution in teaching styles wherein the teacher adapts 
to the classroom learning needs. This is sharply contrasted with the 
traditional Lutheran teaching model, where the student does all the 
adapting.

There is some mild contention in the field of education around 
whether people do actually have preferred thinking styles and how 
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much you can rely on this multiple intelligence framework when 
working with children. All that aside, in a presenting sense, it’s a great 
framework to audit your design and delivery for balance and harmony.

For this book we have taken some poetic licence with the eight 
intelligences Gardner orginally ascribed to human beings and have 
organized them into a framework for easy reference for developing 
Thought Leaders. We recommend you use these learning channels as 
thinking styles rather than specific intelligences, and we consider that 
on any topic and possibly at different times in people’s lives they will 
process information through any and all of these channels.

Gardner considered a ninth ‘existential’ intelligence at the time of 
writing, and we have chosen to include it in the advanced column. 
So, to be absolutely clear, the arrangement of these eight intelligences 
into three classifications has not ever been proposed by Gardner. We 
have also renamed some of them to better fit the Thought Leadership 
realm. We offer these caveats so you don’t blame Gardner for any 
shoddy thinking (although, just quietly, we think these are excellent 
modifications and help the piece enormously).

So here are the nine channels in a simple model (see the diagram 
on the next page.)

There is a loose arrangement along the vertical axis, but in all the 
years of showing this model and testing it on audiences and individuals, 
any occurrence of people processing information in vertical channels 
down columns one, two or three is purely coincidental. They hold up 
through a fuzzy logic but mostly lie horizontally through three clear 
perspectives.

The horizontal levels

Level one is the sensory level: sight, sound and touch. This first level  
is the primary channel people access when learning something new. 
You will often hear a new learner state that they are in ‘sensory over-
load’. When the learning curve is steep, we need to be aware of the 
receiver’s needs, and adjust our communication so that the information 
is fully understood. For example, Matt says that when he is learning 
something new, he will often go into overload if someone talks too 
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abstract

what’s it like?

intrapersonal

what’s in it for 
me?

existential

what’s it about?

linguistic

explain it

interpersonal

give an example

kinesthetic

let me

auditory

tell me

visual

show me

numerate

list it out

LEARNING ADAPTATIONS
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much or uses too many words. He says he likes to see it being done 
(visual) then have a go at it (kinesthetic) and then he usually gets it. 
Therefore, Matt says he is visual first, kinesthetic second and auditory 
last. How about you?

The second level is all about arranging information so you can use 
it. Some people arrange through bullet points and lists (numerate), 
others through language and distinctions (linguistic), and others 
through case study and example (interpersonal). For example, Michael 
likes language first, lists second, and can actually get it without 
examples in most cases. How about you?

The final level is about understanding how the three channels 
on this level are used by people who already have some exposure to 
your message. In a presentation sense, these are the people who may 
know as much or even more on your topic than you do. Some people 
need to know where your thoughts have come from, and to hear the 
information in a way that makes sense in relation to something they 
already understand (abstract). Some people need to know how what 
you are talking about fits into a bigger picture or purpose (existential), 
and some simply want to know what the pay-off, in listening to you, 
is going to be, and how what you talk about might be relevant in their 
world (intrapersonal). In looking at this aspect, Scott cares about the 
pay-off, the higher purpose/end result, and then if all that lines up, he 
will look into the substantiation and the original thinking. Consider 
your own preferences. Take note also of the three you are the least 
attracted to. We will focus on these to help you give more people what 
they want, more of the time.

In one-on-one situations such as coaching and mentoring it 
is about finding someone’s preferred channels and giving them 
information in that way. Also try to find their least preferred channels 
and avoid them, or move through that stage of your interaction 
rapidly. For example:

• Abstract:  Last
• Existential:  Second
• Intrapersonal: First
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• Numerate:  Second
• Linguistic:  First
• Interpersonal:  Last
• Visual:  First
• Auditory:  Last
• Kinesthetic:  Second
So how does all this differ when you are working with a group of 

people? Here are some ideas on how you can use your knowledge of 
learning channels when working with groups of people:

1. Know your three least preferred channels (one in each row or 
layer) and overcompensate for these in your design of your 
training workshop keynote speech or book. You are probably 
not going to easily present information in those channels 
on your feet, so cater for people who may have those needs 
in advance. If, for example, you are not a visual person, you 
might design (or get designed) some posters to put around 
the room, to cater in some way for the visual members in 
your audience. As an author of course you might have some 
diagrams or pictures taken to enhance the impact of your 
text. Check out the suggestions at the end of this section.

2. Cater for the top three advanced learning channels in the 
early parts of your presentation. Start with the intrapersonal, 
then the abstract and finish on the existential. So it would 
sound like this: ‘Okay, let me show you some new ideas on 
how you can get more X in your life and double your Y at 
work (intrapersonal). I first started thinking about these ideas 
while reading the books by Q, R and S, and I got a bolt of 
insight when I listened to a lecture by F (abstract). It really 
clicked for me when I realized that (insert topic) was really 
about (insert big idea) here (existential).’ By managing these 
people first, you can get them on board, and you are less likely 
to have people undermining you while you speak or deliver 
your workshop. When writing, introducing the big themes 
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early keeps readers with these learning channel preferences 
interested in pursuing your ideas further. If you ignore them, 
we have found you will most likely have to work harder than 
you need to.

3. Spend most of your time on the bottom six channels when 
designing your presentation, workshop or written article, 
because this will be how the majority of your audience will 
be processing information – you could spend an even greater 
amount of time on the bottom three.

If you have the opportunity to video yourself speaking or training, 
watch the presentation and put a tick in each box (of the nine 
channels) if you notice yourself doing something for that channel. In 
reviewing or proofreading your writing you can do the same. We have 
found this to be an amazing audit process, and through it you quickly 
realize the gaps in your delivery style, or the channels you tend to 
over- or under-use.

Remember, time should be unevenly distributed across the nine 
channels; spend more time on the bottom three to six channels and 
less on the top three, but deal with the top three in the early part of 
your presentation, workshop or writing.

Strategies to use

Here are some ideas to get you thinking about presenting to the nine 
learning channels. Pay particular attention to the three that you would 
consider your least natural channels.

Visual (show me)
What to do for the visual channel if you are not that into it:

1. Print posters to hang on the walls of your training session.
2. Carry easily set up banners and place them evenly on the 

stage for your keynote speech.
3. Use image-only PowerPoints (minimal text).
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4. Insert diagrams, tables, pictures, cartoons or sketches into 
your writing.

5. Draw mind maps with your mentoring customer to capture 
the key point being discussed or shared. (To find out more, 
visit www.tonybuzan.com.)

6. Don’t wear the same colour as the backdrop on stage.
7. Put a colourful handout or workbook on the chair for 

audience members at workshops and keynotes.

Auditory (tell me)
What to do for the auditory channel if you are not naturally 
auditory:

1. Play music in the breaks, and when the audience enters and 
leaves your workshop or keynote presentation.

2.  Test your microphone well before you need it, and don’t walk 
in front of AV speakers.

3. Practise talking loudly and softly, and use both.
4. Write down three different ways of saying the same thing 

with each of your key ideas.
5. If you can, and the opportunity arises, use an accent or 

character voice.
6. Create and practise delivering short sound bites that 

through repetition reinforce your point, e.g. ‘Message trumps 
Method’.

7. Change your posture when you speak; this will change your 
voice quality.

Kinesthetic (let me)
What to do for the kinesthetic channel if you don’t naturally use it:

1. Give the workshop keynote audience, or your mentoring 
clients, something to hold from the start, e.g. a hand-out or a 
prop.
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2. Give the audience permission to move once or twice in the 
programme. Do your mentoring session on a walk.

3. Move around when you speak, between the lectern, centre 
stage, flip chart; and when you move, be deliberate, don’t 
move for the sake of it.

4. Share a feeling. Print your book or handouts on quality paper.
5. Ask the audience or client to share a feeling.
6. Create interactive exercises in your training workshops or 

short table discussions during your presentation.
7. Play movies and build elegant animations into your visuals.

Numerate (list it out)
What to do for the numerate channel if this is not your preference:

1. Number sections of your slides. Number your points in your 
article or book.

2. Summarize your key ideas every 15–20 minutes.
3. Create a section in your speech, writing, mentoring and 

training for statistics.
4. Get a show of hands from the audience and summarize what 

percentage of the room answered for or against.
5. Ask the audience reader or client to calculate some part of 

your message; as in, ask a simple maths question. ‘If you only 
got one-third of the results illustrated here, what would that 
mean for your bank account over a year?’

6. Relate an idea of yours to a key mathematical principle – and, 
remember, there are more to choose from than Pareto’s  
80/20 rule!

7. Show the results from a previously conducted survey.
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Linguistic (explain it)
What to do for the linguistic channel:

1. Have a formal set of words for making your point, e.g. 
‘environmental sustainability’.

2. Have a casual set of words for making the same point, e.g. 
‘good stuff we can be doing’.

3. Only use words that you can pronounce.
4. Put definitions up on the screen in a workshop or 

presentation, in quotation marks in a box or side panel in 
your writing, or deliberately define the meaning of a word 
you want people to work with in a coaching or mentoring 
session. As a facilitator you might ask the audience what 
meaning they place on key words, then state clearly the 
meaning that you are ascribing to the word.

5. With ideas, take time to define the meaning you are 
attributing to them. For example, ‘When I say “meme” I am 
talking about the essential idea at the heart of the issue, not 
simply the dictionary definition of the idea.’

6. Show language distinctions, i.e. ‘sympathy versus empathy; 
where sympathy is someone getting down into the well of 
despair with you, while empathy is them maintaining enough 
detachment to throw down a rope.’

7. If you can grab a word from another language that can define 
something better than English does, use it.

Interpersonal (give me an example)
What to do for the interpersonal channel:

1. Finish each idea with, ‘For example …’
2. Have detailed case studies of where or when someone else 

has applied your idea, and what their experience with it was.
3. Play video interviews of people who have something to add 

to your topic.
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4. Illustrate your ideas by referencing industry benchmarks.
5. Be specific with any suggested actions, e.g. ‘The two best 

books on this topic are Title 1, ISBN# and Title 2, ISBN#.’
6. Use quotations when you communicate.
7. Read out comments that were shared by colleagues when you 

were putting together your speech.

Abstract (what’s it like?)
What to do for the abstract channel:

1. Create a quick historical tour of the people who made you 
think about your topic.

2. Quote from or refer to three books that the audience could 
read to further their understanding of your topic.

3. Ask the audience to consider or share their favourite books 
on the topic.

4. Find a historic or classical reference to your topic, e.g. ancient 
Rome, Socrates.

5. Use fables to further explain your ideas.
6. Link your idea to a known turning point in the history of the 

industry.
7. Create an analogy or metaphor to further explain your key 

idea.

Existential (what is it really about?)
What to do for the existential channel:

1. Relate your principles to big ideas, e.g. love, change, chaos, 
etc.

2. Have a clear overarching premise or idea behind your speech, 
workshop or writing.

3. At the end of each idea, state your overarching premise. 
Create different ways of repeating the same thing.
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4. Make sure that your points line up under the overarching 
idea. If, however, you do add in a point that does not fit into 
the big idea, state that it doesn’t, and explain why you have 
included it anyway.

5. If there are competing schools of thought around your idea, 
be sure to introduce them, even if they do not suit or serve 
your argument.

6. If possible, explain how what you are talking about adds to 
the great questions of existence, such as ‘Why are we here? 
What is the purpose of your life?’

7. Tie your specific agenda into some kind of worthy higher 
purpose.

Intrapersonal (what’s in it for me?)
What to do for the intrapersonal channel if you are not that into it:

1. Explain from the outset how your idea benefits multiple stake-
holders, i.e. individuals, communities, nations and the planet.

2. Illustrate someone who has already benefited from the idea 
and what they got from it.

3. At various times, ask the audience how they might be able to 
apply an idea and how it might benefit them.

4. Outline the kind of results people can typically expect from 
applying your idea.

5. Make sure people are aware of the different pay-off 
currencies, in that it may not be money they gain, but perhaps 
respect or gratitude, learning, or a change in motivation.

6. Explain how you have personally benefited from the ideas 
you are espousing. Explain how you have walked the talk.

7. Give people multiple access points for using your ideas, e.g. 
‘If you went at this full-time you could expect X; if you went 
at it part-time you could expect to achieve Y; and if you only 
apply this information casually you could still get Z.’
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Summary of the nine mindsets

So we have explored the nine mindsets and how you might apply 
each in the various channels. Of course, the scope of application 
for understanding how others prefer to receive and understand 
information and providing it for them are wider than those we have 
just covered in depth. But you could apply your understanding of the 
nine mindsets to the following.

• Parenting 
 For example, helping a child interpret information from a 

book or a homework assignment by explaining the content 
from another mindset.

• Selling
 Thinking about your pitch from the customer’s mindset.
• PR
 Repositioning who you are and what you have done into your 

markets’ various mindsets.
• Marketing
 Pre-planning which mindsets may need to be included in the 

marketing approach and how best to communicate to them.
• Leading
 According to many global surveys, the world’s most 

commonly requested change and improvement staff wish 
from their leaders is in communication and the delivery of 
information.

• Consulting
 Developing the ability to listen to which mindset your client 

explains their current challenges through, and considering 
how a shift in mindset might help them resolve these 
challenges.
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• Relationship communicating
 Listen to how you and your partner or spouse communicate 

and identify how you can bridge any differences to reach 
mutual understanding.

• Addressing interdepartmental silo mentality
 Identify how different departments process and express ideas 

through mindsets and share your observations with each of 
those departments so that they can better understand how to 
work with one another.

• Website designing
 As an infopreneur or business, understanding mindsets can 

be very helpful in ensuring your website has represented 
people of every mindset that are likely to visit, read and 
interpret your message and ideas.

Learning the nine mindsets can take time, but we firmly believe it 
is time well spent, and of immense value to you and those you wish to 
communicate with.
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CASE STUDY

Dan Gregory

Dan was considered one of those annoyingly smart kids at school 
who seem to find learning rather too easy. He was raised in a gifted 
family: his mother was a former child prodigy who became a music 
teacher, his father, a production engineer who was a maths whizz and 
shared his love of drawing. At university, Dan studied accounting and 
actuarial mathematics until he realised that this was not his path and 
changed his degree to Communications.

Early on Dan learned the importance of seeking mentors and 
took this into his professional life. He called Siimon Reynolds, the 
advertising guru of the time, every second day for six months to get the 
opportunity to talk to him and tap his brain for information, advice and 
hopefully a short cut to success in his chosen career. Siimon pointed 
him in the direction of The AWARD School, for Australian writers 
and art directors. He completed the AWARD School programme and 
then the AWARD Masterclass, graduating as the top student.

Masterclass lecturer George Betsis had just left his post as the 
senior writer at Saatchi & Saatchi to found an innovative new 
company called The Virtual Creative Department, and Dan saw the 
opportunity to join an entrepreneurial business that could change the 
way advertising was created.

With this new inspiration and mission, Dan helped to change 
the rules of advertising. Where most advertising agencies stuck to the 
typical television and magazine outlets, a model driven by a hugely 
biased media commission system, Dan challenged this convention  
and began looking at new ways to move advertising to a ‘real experience’.

The first ad Dan made was to launch a then tiny chicken chain 
named Nandos. The budget was just $5000, but the provocative poster 
Dan and his team created, leveraging off Pauline Hanson’s politics, 
generated hundreds of thousands of dollars in news coverage and 
made Nandos a subject of national conversation. It also won Dan the 
top creative award in the country a few months later.
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Later he helped launch Marie Claire magazine, including an issue 
on contraception, where he bought up columns of blank space in the 
Birth Notices section of newspapers with a caption at the bottom 
reading ‘Just a reminder. The complete guide to contraception is in 
this month’s Marie Claire.’ This kind of innovative advertising created 
a buzz among the public and in the industry. More importantly, these 
highly original techniques allowed them to create maximum bang for 
their client’s buck.

Dan’s goal was to be a provocateur and help people see things 
differently — and, ultimately, to get them to spread what they had 
seen like a virus. Dan and his partners did this by understanding 
the total picture of a client, not just the advertising brief that they 
presented with. As a Thought Leader Dan believes the answers are in 
questions, getting others truly thinking and being open to looking at 
things from a new perspective.

Within three years of launching The Virtual Creative Department, 
then simply VCD, they were named Agency of the Year, outpacing 
others that had been long established. This was achieved with a staff 
of eight: a modest team in comparison to large agencies with over 100 
staff. Given their fresh new approach, they attracted numerous top 
Australian companies and were considered the ‘wild card’ or ‘creative 
option’ on the pitch list. When Aussie Home Loans selected them for 
their launch, they asked them to take on the big banks, which fitted 
the VCD ethos like a glove.

VCD’s innovative approach wasn’t limited to start-ups or smaller 
clients. Their capacity to create results attracted some big players like 
Unilever and Coca-Cola, and when Coke decided to launch Coca-
Cola Zero they called on the team at VCD. The launch of Coca-
Cola Zero is still viewed as the most successful launch in the soft 
drink giant’s history in Australia and achieved in 12 months the same 
penetration that Diet Coke had taken more than 25 years to build.

Dan and his business partners prided themselves on doing things 
differently and, truth be told, a little rebelliously. After 12 years of 
growth and innovation, they sold VCD, by then called Kindred, to 
SMART, in which he and his business partner Kieran Flanagan 
stayed on as creative directors.
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Dan views creativity as problem solving — the ability to originate 
ideas that have power. The questions that he asks create different 
alternatives that lead to solutions others had not thought of. Asking 
the right questions allows Dan to help businesses look at things in 
new ways and to find a boldness they didn’t know they possessed.

An example of this is the relaunch of Mother energy drink for 
Coca-Cola. To say the initial launch had achieved mixed results would 
be an understatement. A taste problem had turned a large initial trial 
into massive rejection. So Coke decided again to turn to Dan Gregory 
and the team at SMART in a last-ditch effort to see if they could save 
the brand.

With only one-tenth the budget used at launch, he needed to be 
more creative. He advised the soft drink giant to publically admit to the 
mistake and use this to resurrect the brand — not a typical approach 
for a global giant. But with an extraordinarily brave marketing depart-
ment at Coke, Dan and Kieran created a new campaign that admitted 
the error in spectacular style, creating a commercial that saw a team 
of Special Forces soldiers breaking into the lab that held the scientists 
who created the soft drink and punishing them for their mistake.

While it quickly grabbed the attention of the public, the advertising 
standards board also considered it a little rambunctious for prime time 
slots, a restriction that would significantly reduce audience size. But 
rather than limiting exposure, or pulling the ad, Dan convinced the 
soft drink giant to once again go with a fresh approach. The follow-up 
ad recreated the action of the original but replaced real people with 
‘highly expendable stick figures’ — this created a cult following.

Mother brand recognition and sales skyrocketed so much so that 
the Australian public drank the entire country dry, leading Coke to 
ship in fresh reserves.

Many Australians now see Dan on the popular The Gruen Trans-
fer television programme, which is a show about advertising, how it 
works and how it works on the public. Dan is regularly on the panel 
of experts providing insights into the tactics that are used to sell a 
particular product and demonstrating how they did it. He is also 
sharing his ideas on ‘impossible thinking’, which is designed to get 
people to look at things differently and solve problems creatively.
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Achievements

Dan Gregory has used his creativity and ability to influence others to 
achieve the following:

• Saving a global giant’s new soft drink. In saving the Mother 
brand for Coca-Cola, he helped them cement their position 
in the energy drinks market, one of the growth categories. 
In doing so they turned a challenger brand into a dominant 
player.

• Being awarded Creative Agency of the Year. Given the 
unique approach under his and his partners’ direction, the 
agency Dan helped establish changed the way advertising got 
done. By punching above their weight, the agency has shown 
that creative genius and a unique process can provide an edge 
over other, often better resourced agencies.

• Making creativity the formula for problem solving. In 
creating his problem-solving process, Dan focuses on volume 
of ideas, rather than just picking a few. He estimates that to 
find a great idea or creative design, they often have explored 
300 other alternatives first. He is now sharing his ideas with 
others on how to use this formula to their advantage.

Our observations on Dan Gregory’s  
Thought Leadership

Dan uses his creative genius to get into people’s mindsets and take 
action. He asks the right questions to position new thoughts in the 
minds of both his clients and those that his campaigns are trying to 
reach.

Rather than taking a traditional selling approach, he looks deeper 
to create a way to provide meaning and a unique experience that 
engages people.
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8
creative execution

how creative thinkers become massively 
productive and get more done

The fields of hesitation bleach the bones of  
countless armies, who on the eve of victory  

waited, and waiting, perished.
— Hannibal

Thought Leadership has to be more than just talk and ideas. You have 
to develop a bias for action. Get off your behind and do something. 
Thought Leaders are creative by nature but commercially smart by 
decision. It is commercially smart to get projects across the line. So … 
how good at this are you?

Here are some general thoughts on getting more done.
Neen James worked with Matt about 12 years ago and created the 

following matrix (on the next page) as a literature review on all of the 
productivity principles available. Develop an understanding of each of 
these productivity strategies and use them to help you get more done.

The model is organized into rows and columns. The first column 
with efficient, effective and leveraged is all about how you work 
personally. The second column with systemized, functional and 
engaged is all about how you help a team of people to get things done. 
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PRODUCTIVITY MATRIX

A D VA N C E D

YO U T E A M SOT H E R S

leveraged
make the most  

of it

aligned
everything fits

engaged
get into it

functional
know your role

strategic
know why

active
get on with it 

systemized
eliminate  
repetition

efficient
get across it

effective
do what’s  
important

B A S I C
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The third column with active, strategic and aligned is all about how 
you engage a community of people to be productive.

The rows also have a frame of reference. The bottom row with 
efficient, systematized and active are the three ways you can manage 
scarce resources (such as time) efficiently. The second row with 
effective, functional and strategic is all about how you manage 
attention and focus. The third row (along the top) with leveraged, 
engaged and aligned is all about how you manage energy.

The evolution of your personal productivity

Be efficient
Efficient people are able to get their heads across all the details and 
elements that need to be done.

• Take notes in meetings.
• Learn how to mind map an issue.
• Create minutes.
• Set agendas.

Be effective
Once you are across the detail you have to manage your attention so 
you pay attention to those things that will reap the highest return. It 
is about focusing on the things that matter most and doing them first.

• Do the most important task first.
• Know your wildly important goals.
• Manage interruptions so you don’t have to split your 

attention across multiple tasks.
• Be willing to say no to the little things so you can say yes to 

the big thing.

Be leveraged
Each task you work on with a small amount of extra effort can reap 
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more benefit than simply the task you are completing. Look at what 
you are doing with a view to other projects and tasks.

• Recycle your ideas and reuse them whenever you can.
• Take the time to set things up so that you can access them in 

the future.
• Learn to tag, store and recall everything you do.
• Blend responsibilities wherever possible so you can kill two 

birds with the one stone (apologies to the ornithologists).

Get systematized
Systems are the key to making sure the repetitive tasks in your life and 
those of your team get done. Systems also save time in the long run.

• Build systems into anything repetitive.

• Write procedures manuals.
• Run induction and training.
• Create habitual ways of doing things with your team 

members.

Be functional
Functionality is about people being clear about what their job is and 
what it is they are meant to do. It is also about you letting go of 
controlling everything.

• Make sure people know what their job description is.
• Hold consistent accountability conversations with team 

members.
• Stay out of others’ responsibilities.
• Communicate the knock-on effect of people not doing their 

work.
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Build engagement
When people want to work they will work without extra monetary 
compensation. In all things, look for the opportunity to keep people 
into what they are working on.

• Explain the higher purpose behind each task.
• Link tasks to people’s personal drivers.
• Build a culture of great encouragement and gratitude.
• Identify the meaning of success.

Get active
A community that develops a bias for action will achieve amazing 
things. It’s about moving from meeting for meetings’ sake and instead 
meeting to advance projects.

• Create a bias for action.
• Regularly ascertain who is responsible for what tasks and 

projects.
• Date and distribute every task.
• In every action ask: ‘What decision are we making here?’

Get strategic
Strategy is about knowing where you are going as a community. It 
is less about the big vision and more about a certainty of direction. 
Thought Leaders maintain a clear sense of direction.

• Say no.
• Communicate the big picture often.
• Know your core activities and business.
• Smarten down complex strategy so it can be easily 

communicated at all levels.
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Get aligned
Make sure that all participants in the conversation are participating 
for the same or at least complementary reasons. This frees up energy 
and decreases the friction that typically occurs when many people 
work together.

• Build a culture.
• Map drivers and discuss values.
• Define what a great outcome might be.
• Manage the whole person in every transaction.
This chapter is all about working smarter, not harder. One person’s 

‘smart’ may be another person’s ‘dumb’. Intelligent people can be their 
own productivity saboteurs. This next section is written with the hope 
that it will set a few people free who have several books on the go at 
once, work better in noisy places than sterile offices and lurch from 
one project to the next following the feel-good energy. At the same 
time, I want to reassure everyone that regardless of who you are — 
even if you like to-do lists and have a spotless desk — you can work 
smarter if you simply understand your personal productivity platform.

Your personal productivity platform

Attempts to categorize people do not always work. In this model (see 
opposite) we acknowledge that the boundaries between the two main 
categories are blurred. The main objective is not to label who you are 
but to make the most of where you are at.

You can work smarter if you simply understand your personal 
productivity platform.

Lower left — unproductive
We all have times when we are not very productive: those moments 
are a part of life. Knowing when you are in a productivity funk is one 
of the smartest things you can do. For some people this can happen 
daily, weekly, monthly or yearly.
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PRODUCTIVITY MODEL WORK SMARTER

role distinctions

chunk time

distraction management

contextual clarity

planned spontaneity

H I G H  
D I S C I P L I N E

LO W  
D I S C I P L I N E

N A R R O W  
F O C U S

W I D E  
F O C U S

M E G A 
P R O D U C T I V E

D E D I C AT E D

CO N T I N U O U SU N P R O D U C T I V E

discipline pleasure

get out more

learn something new

be accountable to someone

turn off better

dedicated capturing tools

objective clarity

completion focus

productivity blitzes

static distraction
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Without gainful employment for a few months, say, it is easy to get 
into a rut and not work at your ‘smartest’. The first quadrant — the 
‘dumb’ quadrant — is not a label but rather an acknowledgement that 
you are not doing your best regardless of your personal platform.

Upper left — dedicated
The second quadrant is the domain of the dedicated person: highly 
disciplined, committed, reliable and punctual. These people manage 
the detail of their lives brilliantly. They know the exact number of 
words required for the annual report, when it is due and the format 
required. They read emails in detail and carefully consider their 
responses before they reply.

Indications that you are a dedicated person
1. An email from a dedicated person is often thorough and 

contains more than one action item.
2. A dedicated person will read one book at a time and they 

only read when they have the time or the right head space. 
Holiday reading is often their catch-up time.

3. A dedicated person will choose one TV show to watch and 
settle in a chair five minutes before it starts with a drink and 
nibbles ready to go.

4. When a dedicated person says the report will be in on 
Monday at 10 a.m., you can bet that it was 80 per cent 
complete on Friday and they perfectly managed their time to 
complete it by the deadline.

5. A dedicated person finds it hard to return to deep thought 
after an interruption.

Lower right — continuous
A person in this quadrant will respond to an email from a dedicated 
person by answering the easiest or most important question and 
ignoring the rest. They are easily distracted and often go walkabout. 
They have several books on the go at one time and often don’t complete 
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them because they get bored.

Indications that you are a continuous person
1. A continuous person hates deadlines yet their best work 

happens in the final moments before the project is due. 
People often see them as being under pressure at the last 
minute.

2. Continuous people seem to do nothing for days and all of a 
sudden have a productivity blitz and deliver high-value work 
in the final moments.

3. A continuous person watches three TV shows at once – they 
flick through the channels hoping that one will deliver on the 
entertainment promise.

4. The mind of a continuous person rarely switches off. They are 
always thinking, although they might not be aware of it.

5. They know that by taking a walk, ‘sleeping on it’ or going to a 
movie, their creative wash cycle might just ‘figure it out’.

Upper right – mega-productive
This final quadrant is the sweet spot for all of us. It’s the ‘smart’ quadrant 
– the one where continuous people deliver on their commitments and 
dedicated people become aware of the big picture.

To a dedicated, disciplined person, some of us look like unproductive, 
lazy good-for-nothings. They might be right, but they may also be 
seeing someone who has a different personal productivity platform. 
This is not an excuse for laziness but rather a guidance system that 
allows all people, regardless of their style, to work together. So what 
follows are some more ideas for you regardless of your working style.

Action items
Getting out of the ‘unproductive’ quadrant
The ‘unproductive’ quadrant is a space we all can get into when we hit 
a funk and become less smart about how we spend our time or work. 
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Try the following to get out of the ‘unproductive’ quadrant.
• Discipline pleasure Start setting little rules around what 

you do in your down-time. No shower or no 30 minutes of 
TV until you have done some sit-ups.

• Get out more New perspectives help break you out of your 
rut and often give you the inspiration to shift back into your 
preferred doing mode of Dedicated or Continuous.

• Learn something new Like getting out more, simply 
focusing the brain on a new skill development is likely to get 
you out of a rut.

• Be accountable to someone Declare a goal and ask a 
friend, coach or boss to help you meet the commitment. This 
is transparent peer pressure and a case of leaning on your 
integrity. Put signs and targets on your wall for 10 days of 
exercise.

• Turn off better When we get in a rut we tend to be in a 
‘numb out’ zone, happy to wind down with whatever we are  
presented with. Try recording the shows you actually want to  
watch and watch them, rather than something not interesting.

How ‘Dedicated’ people work smarter

• Role distinctions Know what different hats you wear and 
what you need to do when wearing each hat. Don’t blend roles.

• Chunk time Plan your days in blocks of time and leave the 
task when the allotted time is up. Discipline yourself to only 
give tasks the originally allotted time.

• Distraction management Learn to say no and figure out 
‘conversational scripts’ to stop people interrupting you. In an 
open plan office have a signal that means no interruptions. 
Headphones that are not plugged into anything might be a 
good idea.
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• Contextual clarity Always keep an eye on the big picture. 
Ask yourself: ‘Is this the best use of my time?’ Track the 
critical path of each project and do the big tasks first.

• Planned spontaneity Install chunks of time into your 
day dedicated to whatever might come up. This activity can 
operate in both business and life.

How ‘Continuous’ people work smarter

• Capture better Have dedicated journals for meeting notes, 
not loose bits of paper. Have one for ideas, one for meetings.

• Objective clarity Focus on the outcome of the meeting or 
project. Ask the question: ‘What do we need to achieve here 
today?’

• Completion focus Spend more of your time getting things 
to the next stage than starting new projects. Consider a 
project pipeline where you simply list all the projects and 
when you want them done. Become aware of sequence and 
advance each project like the puck on a shuttle board game.

• Productivity blitz Immerse yourself regularly in a saturation 
state where you get stuck into one thing and don’t leave it till 
it is done. Maintain a continuous single-minded focus.

• Static distraction Use noise and crowded places as a way of 
focusing attention on a task. Non-specific noise helps you do 
more.

Forced commitment

There is nothing like a looming deadline to get you focused and into 
action. Basically, if left to our own devices we will sit and play with the 
kids all day, go to the movies, lose ourselves in a book, or have endless 
coffee stops with friends.
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Equally, in business, if we allow ourselves each day to just make up 
what we are going to do, we won’t make the best use of our time. This 
idea of forced commitments works well from a personal productivity 
point of view, such as scheduling time for ourselves, scheduling time 
to exercise, etc. The idea works equally well for business.

If you are an infopreneur in practice-based business, your revenue 
is attached to personal energy and activities. If you don’t work, you 
don’t earn. This is not a problem because you earn a lot of money, work 
for 10 years, invest your income in capital growth assets and you never 
have to work another day in your life unless you want to. You don’t 
need to buy into the e-myth, which is that businesses equal freedom 
(often business owners feel the exact opposite is true). However, 
you do need to keep the commitments up. Here are some ideas for 
commitments.

1. Pick a date and advertise a public workshop, then work like 
crazy to fill it.

2. Set aside a day each week for one-on-one meetings, then fill 
up the day.

3. Commit to two networking events a month and to one 
showcase event every two months.

4. Schedule a 90-day informational luncheon, then worry about 
filling it with clients.

5. Commit to more staff than you need and then work like 
crazy to make their investment a dollar-productive one.

6. The business of Thought Leadership requires a high level 
of personal commitment. Stay on the ball by committing to 
more and then meeting the commitments. So what are you 
waiting for? Commit!
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CASE STUDY

Creel Price

Creel Price can be described as a serial entrepreneur, given his love of 
business and the ability to make things happen. He had founded eight 
businesses before he left school and then another 10 in industries 
as diverse as finance, recruitment, marketing and call centres before 
he and his business partners sold their group of businesses for  
AU$109 million in 2008. He has the unique ability to take an idea, 
build a plan and execute what needs to be done to accomplish it 
regardless of whether it is for business or for a social issue.

Creel started his first business at the age of 11. While living in 
rural Australia he and his brother wanted a computer and he came up 
with the idea of starting a strawberry-selling business. What makes 
his start into Thought Leadership is that rather than just limiting it 
to the typical ‘stand out the front of the house’ he quickly realized 
that if he could find a way to get his strawberries distributed further 
he would be able to sell more. With his family’s help he increased 
production and started selling to the local stores, then after increasing 
his farming production, arranged an agreement with the school 
bus driver to transport his product further afield. Within a year the 
business had become a major income stream for his family — not bad 
for an idea conceived by a 12 year old.

He followed the common pathway to university and studied for a 
business degree. Recognizing that he needed to put himself through 
schooling he decided to start a lawn-mowing business because there 
happened to be an abandoned lawnmower in the house he was staying 
at. His flair for being a true entrepreneur shined as he realized he could 
make much more income by purchasing a few more and employing 
others to mow lawns for him, which allowed him to fund his tertiary 
education.

After university, Creel took a job selling finance and quickly 
became the youngest branch manager at the age of 21. Due to his 
ability to turn things around and solve problems, his branch became 
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the leader and he was promoted to one of the largest branches in the 
organization — which was full of inefficiencies and problems. Within 
12 months he turned it around and when a US company was buying 
out the business it recognized his talents and paid him a retention 
bonus to stay for the transition.

With these funds he decided to head overseas and travel, including 
a stint in London where he became fascinated by venture capitalists 
— those able to raise money quickly to execute an idea that would put 
them ahead of everyone else. On his twenty-fifth birthday while he 
was climbing Mt Kilimanjaro he made a goal to become a millionaire 
before the age of 30.

He and a friend invested $5000 each to start Blueprint, a direct 
telephone and electronic sales distribution provider. Building on the 
skills they had seen in their previous roles, they quickly saw a niche 
in the market to target additional products to existing customers 
of banks and other finance businesses. In a true stroke of Thought 
Leader genius they would embed their staff into their client’s business 
and focus on providing a solution on the client’s premises — which 
integrated them further into their client’s business. Never slow to 
come up with a new idea to execute, Creel and his team came up with 
a plan to pitch to a large client about their capability. The challenge 
was that he had not had the time or funds to put the infrastructure 
in place before showing the client. To show the capabilities he set 
up a ‘Hollywood set’ that included rented plants, desks, furniture and 
computer monitors so when the client walked past on the way to the 
pitch it looked as if it was already fully operational. Quite quickly the 
business expanded to include a recruitment agency, training business 
and a call centre.

Before long, Blueprint became one of the fastest growing busi-
nesses in Australia according to Business Review Weekly, ranking as 
the third- and the sixth-fastest growing companies in two successive 
years. They would have retained that position if they had not grown to 
over 250 employees — which pushed them out of the category.

Creel’s ability to execute on a plan and involve his staff in the process 
was one of the keys that fuelled the business growth. Recognizing the 
importance of his staff and the need to create a positive culture he 
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also integrated Friday afternoon awards meetings as well as annual 
performance and corporate value awards. These involved taking staff 
overseas — trekking, biking or mountain climbing in locations that 
provided them with true team-building experiences.

Upon reaching his thirty-fifth birthday he decided to retire and 
shortly afterwards, with a succession plan in place, sold the business 
for AU$109 million. In only 14 years they had grown the business to 
over 1000 employees and this now allowed Creel to begin focusing on 
his true passion — helping others think like an entrepreneur.

Not one to sit back, Creel started a movement in entrepreneurs 
that is dedicated to helping others change the world for the better 
by using entrepreneurial projects to provide the necessary influence 
and funding. His vision to create a new era of legacy and expression, 
or what he has termed the entreprenaissance, has moved Creel to 
establish the Kidpreneur Foundation to inspire the next generation of 
entrepreneurs as well as Accelerate Global, a training and mentoring 
business for entrepreneurs that are currently operating their own 
business but who need his insight to help execute at the next level. And 
more recently after a chance meeting with Richard Branson, Creel’s 
entrepreneurial training programme now forms a core part of the 
teaching methodology for the Branson Centre for Entrepreneurship 
that helps developing entrepreneurs in South Africa.

Achievements

As a serial entrepreneur, Creel has accomplished some amazing 
things, including:

• The ability to set and reach a goal. Although he had spent 
time in various roles and organizations, Creel became very 
clear about his goal — to be a millionaire by the time he was 
30. As this was just over five years away it was an extremely 
ambitious goal. However, it was one of the things that drove 
him — staying focused on the target. Not only did he reach 
this goal, he built up his business to be worth over  
AU$100 million.
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• Executing an idea — regardless of the obstacles. Not very 
many people would have the ability to see an idea for an 
opportunity with one of the largest banks in Australia and 
pitch the idea without having the infrastructure in place. By 
creating a ‘Hollywood set’, Creel demonstrated that nothing 
should stop someone taking action towards an idea.

• Breeding the next generation of entrepreneurs. In setting 
up his various entrepreneurial training programmes, he is 
giving back in a way that not only allows others to fulfil their 
dreams, but also enables them to have the time, energy and 
resources to make the world a better place.

Our observations on Creel Price’s  
Thought Leadership

His ability to take an idea, map a direction and quickly take action 
shows his Thought Leader genius as an executor. Many people come 
up with good ideas; few have the ability to take action on them to the 
degree that Creel does.

Being able to retire at a young age would have been enough for 
many people to relax. However, for Creel he views this as an obligation 
to use his talents to assist others in executing and taking advantage of 
the entrepreneurial spirit.
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clicking

how to connect your ideas to the needs  
of others so they are truly valued

People don’t care how much you know  
till they know how much you care.

— Dale Carnegie

A great idea that only you like is not that great. A great idea that 
others love is what sets the smart apart from the commercially smart. 
It’s about figuring out how what you have created can help them get 
rid of problems they know about and possibly those they don’t.

Every time you create a new idea you have to ask yourself: ‘Whom 
does this serve?’, ‘Who gets to benefit from this problem being solved?’ 
Once you get a clear picture of what life in their world is like, you then 
need to create a connection pathway that links your big idea to their 
important issues.

When this happens you will see the others ‘click’ as they make the 
connection between their problems or challenges and your ideas and 
Thought Leadership.

It’s essential for clicking to work for you to have a genuine and 
deeply held respect for the buyer of your ideas, whether that be an 
internal leader or an actual commercial buyer. You need to respect that 
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they are in the driver’s seat and you cannot and should not convince 
them to do something they don’t believe in.

With that in mind we don’t use the word customers or prospects or 
staff in this chapter. In the clicking model, they are our partners and 
without them none of our ideas matters.

The anti-sales approach

Many switched-on people have an issue with selling their ideas. Why 
do so many people dislike the sales process? The number of clever 
people we meet who actively don’t sell is staggering! The obvious 
elements that contribute to the anti-selling phenomenon for people 
promoting their ideas are:

• Bad past experience
• Stigma: the negative reputation attributed to the ‘typical’ 

salesperson
• The sense that selling is a step down from writing, speaking 

and mentoring
• Concern at being seen as arrogant: ‘Who are you to suggest 

your ideas are worth imparting to others?’
The secret issue, though, is that clever people don’t like to be 

handled or managed. As a result Thought Leaders would not consider 
doing the same to someone else.

For a Thought Leader to be commercially smart, however, 
someone, somewhere, must buy their great ideas. That’s the secret, by 
the way: stop selling and start letting people buy. For this to happen 
you don’t need to figure out some slick sales script, you don’t need to 
handle their objections, you don’t need to learn the six magic steps of 
influence! What you need to do is know your stuff, know their needs 
and place you and your ideas into the conversation, so that they ‘click’.

This is the same whether you are talking about people outside your 
organization or Thought Leaders’ practice or internal staff. Whether 
you are talking to a large crowd or one to one, you need to make it 
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easier for them to want to listen to your ideas. That’s what clicking is 
all about.

We have identified that traditional selling techniques are increas-
ingly tired, outdated and lack rapport with most of today’s clients. 
Our observation is that they are predominantly comprised of common 
tricks that are used to sell and convince people to buy.

There have been some attempts to evolve traditional selling, such 
as integrity sales or relationship selling. While they have their merits, 
tried and tested sales techniques are increasingly experienced by our 
customers as tired and busted. Thought Leaders need to do something 
different to take the relationship to the next level. It’s our belief that 
clicking is the next stage for selling to evolve to. We believe clicking 
is the key to selling ideas in the crowded post-information-age, 
attention-deficit economy.

A process you can try

Thought Leaders don’t sell, they understand.
If you don’t know why people might benefit from your ideas, spend 

time getting to know them and ask their permission to use them as a 
pilot to test and prototype your offer. Initially, they may not even pay 
you, but if it works they will tell all their contacts and mates about you. 
If it doesn’t, what you will learn from the experience will be invaluable. 
This is thought-prototyping, though. Once you know their needs and 
can show them how you have a solution then they invite you to dance! 
It is really simple. All you need to do is:

• Know your stuff.
• Know my stuff.
• Place your stuff as the solution to my stuff and always create 

massive value.
The idea that you have integrity is the price of entry. Without this 
others will not buy your ideas, your approach, or you. As a consequence 
Thought Leaders embrace this new approach, because they can 
evolve from selling ‘to’ people to ‘clicking’ with people. Clicking is 
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understanding the people you are communicating with and thus 
earning the right to pitch your ideas and approach.

Clicking in action

A common three-step approach that Thought Leaders will often use 
to place their ideas in the minds of others is identified in the model 
on page 171. It focuses on their problems and issues, both spoken and 
unspoken, known and unknown. So for ease of explanation let’s say 
that problems exist at three levels.

Problem set one: the known, spoken problems
What keeps them awake at night, what is their primary concern? This 
will be the problem that they openly discuss and frequently lament 
the lack of a solution to. The fact that these concerns are blatant and 
openly spoken of is a positive. Remember, part of a Thought Leader’s 
genius is their ability to fix problems.

Problem set two: the known, unspoken problems
What do they really think about when they are sitting quietly pond-
ering their situation? They understand the problems, but may not have 
voiced them yet, either to themselves or others. This is the problem 
that you don’t have to dig too deeply beneath the surface to uncover.

Problem set three: the unknown, unspoken problems
The unknown problem — this is the most dangerous of all the 
problems. If you don’t get this right and you express it as true, you 
have lost any chance of getting your idea off the ground. If you get it 
right, though, you will see a light come on in your partner’s eyes. They 
will nod as they get to see you put form around something they have 
known to be true but have not been able to name or identify. If you 
are the person who does this for someone else, you become the trusted 
advisor and a partner for life.

In summary, if you want to convince people that you have something they 
need, then know their problems and express them. Know the problems 
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they won’t talk about (that they do know at some level) and know the 
problem that they don’t even know they have. Too many experts start at 
number three and wonder why they scare away every opportunity.

Examples of the three-layered problem approach

Here are examples that step you through the three-layered problem 
approach.

Example one: small business partner

• Known and spoken:  
How am I going to pay wages this Friday?

• Known but unspoken:  
I wonder if I was better off when I had a job?

• Unknown:
1. If you want to be in business you need to go big and have a 

succession plan. Entrepreneurs start, grow and exit businesses 
in under five years for more than $10 million.

2. If you want to stay small, you need to stop focusing on 
turnover and start focusing on take-home amount. Growth is 
irrelevant. Profit is what matters.

Example two: small legal practice

• Known and spoken:  
I spend so much time practising law I don’t want to have  
to worry about the business stuff.

• Known but unspoken:  
It seems the only way we can grow is by putting on  
another equity partner.

• Unknown:
1. If you invest in technology you will be able to run your 

practice with fewer people and more profit.
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2. You have to decide whether you are going to operate a 
fixed-cost billing system or a time-spent billing method. 
It doesn’t matter which, but running both is killing your 
profitability. (Note: Christian Beck from Leap Software is a 
tech-entrepreneur who has the answer to this dilemma. He is 
a Thought Leader on this exact topic, how small to mid-size 
law firms make more money.)

This three-step process can also be very useful at the beginning of 
a keynote or opening paragraph structure in a written article, blog or 
book.

Example three: let’s face it (an example introduction  
for a speech or article)

• Known and spoken:  
Everyone knows of the popularity of Facebook, with global 
participation on the site currently numbering 500 million.

• Known but unspoken:  
It seems many people are openly positive about the benefits 
and fun of being on Facebook. Their unspoken concern is the 
issue of privacy. Just how safe is the site?

• Unknown:  
Facebook own the content of any images we place on the site. 
There are stories emerging of Facebook selling photo images 
to media for news articles reporting the deaths of Facebook 
members who are newsworthy.

Why the process is effective

Many Thought Leaders use this technique for introducing their ideas 
to an audience in both written and spoken formats. They are simple 
to construct, easy to follow and elegantly enable you as a Thought 
Leader to support your audience to ‘click’ with your ideas. The process 
is very effective for a variety of important reasons.
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It builds rapport with the people we are  
communicating with
Articulating the situation people find themselves in builds rapport 
because people have a sense that you are like them, because you 
understand and can describe their situation.

It demonstrates empathy and understanding
When you progress the conversation to further explain people’s 
unspoken thoughts and feelings about the situation they are facing, 
or the challenges they are confronting, they sense your empathy. They 
understand that you know how they really feel about this, that you 
have thought deeply enough about the situation to understand the 
emotional aspects and the human factors involved. You have ‘walked 
in their shoes’.

It demonstrates your unique perspective and  
Thought Leadership
Of course, the moment you announce the unknown facts, ideas, 
solutions or elements in your communication to others and their eyes 
light up, or they laugh in relief or smile in excitement and recognition 
of the pathway forward, you have demonstrated clearly, you are a 
Thought Leader. Nothing demonstrates Thought Leadership more 
than providing an idea that resolves other people’s current challenges.

It enables you to be of immediate service to others
Within moments of communicating with people you are able 
to share an idea or solution to their problem, so you are offering 
immediate value. You are not holding back or attempting to enhance 
the perceived value of the offer you have yet to reveal. You are, with 
complete integrity, saying, ‘Look, I understand your situation. I know 
how you must be feeling or thinking about it and I have thought of a 
solution. Here’s what I think you could do …’
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It invites people to follow your Thought Leadership further
This approach enables people you are communicating with to experi-
ence a sense of exploration and possibility rather than one of feeling 
patronized or undermined. It hints at more to come. Solving one 
problem for people immediately suggests to them that of course you 
might well be able to help them with others, given you are so able to 
enter into other people’s worlds and grasp the nature of those worlds 
to the extent you can see a solution they may not have considered.

A practical approach: value models

A value model is a contextual diagram you can draw to explain the 
placement of your ideas in the partner’s situation. It is good to have 
a metaphor up your sleeve to go with the model. In Chapter 3 on 
expertise we introduced the idea of intellectual property (IP). A value 
model is simply the why piece to your how piece.

Too often experts want to solve problems straight away. They are 
so fixated on their ideas that they throw them away on ears that are 
either not interested or don’t know why they should be interested. The 
three problems and a value model fix that.

How to create a value model
The diagram on the next page is an example of a value model that 
we use when partnering with infopreneurs to help them make more 
money sharing their thoughts.

There are three key elements that need to be on a value model:
1. Currency
2. Aspiration
3. Location

Let’s walk through each in turn.
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Currency
A great value model has a currency the partner will value. This can 
be money, but it could equally be time, energy or a particular feeling 
or some other quantifiable outcome. In the Million-Dollar Expert 
Income Ladder you can see that gross practice billings are an actual 
currency.

Aspiration
A great value model has a sense of a compelling future. It should show 
you how to take your ideas to get somewhere better. It should mobilize 
you in pursuit of a better future. In the Million-Dollar Expert Income 
Ladder you see that an infopreneur can move from white belt to black 
belt on the ladder. We also indicate at the ‘sweet spot’, just above blue 
belt, where your referrals are creating most of your new business. This 
is a result of the focus on positioning at stages 4 and 5 (value and 
leverage).

MILLIONDOLLAR EXPERT INCOME LADDER MODEL

 location currency aspiration

 5th dan 1,200,000 distribution

 4th dan 1,080,000 capacity

 3rd dan 960,000 productivity

 2nd dan 840,000 engagement

 black 720,000 investment

 red 600,000 leverage

 blue 480,000 value

 green 360,000 activity

 yellow 240,000 value

 white 120,000 decision
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Location
Finally, a great value model is one where you can see where you are on 
the journey. You need to be able to locate where you are on your model. 
In the Million-Dollar Expert Income Ladder, Thought Leaders often 
talk about: ‘I am here at the moment, and I would love to get to here.’ 
When people can locate themselves on your model you will want to 
invite them to work on progressing together.

So, yes, you still need to ask for the business.
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CASE STUDY

Ronni Kahn
Founder, OzHarvest 

While running a successful business in the event-organizing industry, 
Ronni Kahn noticed the huge amount of food that would go to waste 
after large events and functions and began to think about how much 
food went to waste from unwanted food in restaurants and hotels. 
This was just a thought until she visited a friend in her native South 
Africa and saw the influence that they had in helping others — which 
opened her eyes to the opportunity she had to do the same.

Upon returning to Australia, she realized there was no one in 
Sydney to collect this wasted food on a regular basis, so she began 
looking at organizations in America that had a similar mission and 
began crafting her plan in Australia. Motivated by the desire to do 
something to seize upon this opportunity, she founded the not-for-
profit charity OzHarvest in 2004 to help get unwanted food (food 
that was prepared but not leftovers from diners’ plates!) to those in 
need — and reduce the incredible amount of waste that was being 
tossed into landfills every day across Australia.

Initially, she thought it would only take a month to set up, but 
after 12 months she realized how much larger this vision was — and 
the impact that it could have. She started as a ‘Pied Piper’, sharing her 
story and enrolling others to her cause. Her ability to share the story 
that is told to children to ‘eat all of the food on your plate as others 
don’t have enough’ instantly struck a chord in others. This universal 
truth enabled her to persuade others to act. 

She quickly attracted an impressive volunteer Board of Directors 
and had the backing of both Macquarie Group Foundation and 
Goodman International, two large and successful companies that 
provided her with office space and a van to collect and distribute the 
food. In her first month of operation, she provided over 4000 meals 
with this one van.
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One of the largest obstacles that she faced when she first started 
the charity was the fear that many restaurants and hotels had with the 
risk of their unwanted food creating a potential lawsuit depending on 
the safety food standards that were used once it left their controlled 
kitchens. Rather than letting this derail her vision, as a Thought 
Leader Ronni was instrumental in getting four state governments 
across Australia to change legislation so it would protect food donors 
from any liability when supplying this unwanted food.

Once the food is picked up strict food safety guidelines are 
followed. The unwanted food is divided up into standard meal sizes 
and then it is dropped off to people in need — usually within one to 
two hours of being picked up. The people receiving the food include 
the homeless, elderly, children and others in need.

Keeping volunteers and donors aware of the good that they are 
doing is also a main strategy that Ronni uses. She is very practical 
with the simple purpose being to ‘save food and feed people’. Not 
only has she accomplished this, she also set up a sustainable business 
model that reduces the waste in landfills. On the OzHarvest website 
there is a counter that shows the number of meals that have been 
‘rescued’. Currently, over six million meals have gone to those in need 
— and, as an added benefit, almost 1.8 million kilograms of food have 
been diverted from ending up in landfills. Currently, every month over 
175,000 meals are delivered to those in need.

Because of her vision and commitment, Ronni was awarded one of 
the four Australian of the Year awards, Australia’s Local Hero 2010, 
on Australia Day 2010. This national award is only given to one person 
per year and it recognizes outstanding community members who have 
made a significant contribution or achievement. Many would say that 
she is an inspiration — and is showing others that they can make a 
difference. However, she thinks the Greek translation of ‘inspiration’ 
is probably more appropriate, as in creating a movement that allows 
others to join in and make a difference.

Not one to rest on her laurels, she is working on her three- to 
five-year vision. This includes to increase scale and grow — with an 
ambitious target of 12 million meals ‘rescued’. She also has begun 
drafting up plans to extend OzHarvest from its current location in 
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Sydney, Wollongong and Canberra to Brisbane, Perth and Adelaide. 
Although this model could also be transported overseas, her focus 
remains on Australia, given the opportunity to continue making a 
difference on such a large scale.

Currently, Ronni and OzHarvest have six refrigerated vans that 
collect and deliver up to 7000 meals per day to over 190 charities, 
helping thousands of those in need. They now travel to restaurants, 
hotels, RSL clubs, bakeries, film shoots, corporate boardrooms and 
numerous other locations. The unwanted food fills thousands of 
empty stomachs every day — one meal at a time. In addition she 
is providing employment to four full-time administration staff and 
seven full-time drivers.

Achievements

In addition to being named an ‘Australian of the Year’, Ronni has 
achieved amazing things:

• Securing of funding. Although she initially ran her  
business and OzHarvest alongside each other, Ronni was 
quick to secure funding to start the required infrastructure 
and also received a grant that allowed her to leave her 
business and devote her full attention to making the charity 
her priority. This was due to her strong ability to connect with 
others — and get them to embrace her vision of what was 
possible.

• Influencing legislation to protect food donors. Many people 
would have stopped when they realized the challenge 
of getting legislation to change to protect food donors 
from liability. Because of Ronni’s vision of what could be 
accomplished with this lost food, she was instrumental in 
influencing the government to change legislation in four 
of the five mainland states — with the final state, Western 
Australia, also looking at changing its legislation.
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• Providing over one million meals per year. Before Ronnie 
started OzHarvest, the food that provides these meals was 
being thrown out and filling landfills and people were going 
hungry. Because of her dedication the meals help provide a 
necessary support to the underprivileged.

Our observations on Ronni Kahn’s  
Thought Leadership

Once she had identified the wasted opportunity, Ronnie was very 
quick to influence others who could address the situation and get 
resources to provide OzHarvest with the means to start. Her ability to 
connect with others and have them ‘click’ with her vision has allowed 
her to take this idea and transform it into a reality.

While others may have thought about ‘competing’ with existing 
charities to distribute the food to those in need, Ronni chose to 
use their current infrastructure to help her cause. By using their 
established networks she could quickly distribute the unwanted food 
without having to find who was in need. This was truly the genius of 
a Thought Leader.



182

10
building advocacy

how to build evangelism around your ideas  
and harness collaboration to go further

A small group of thoughtful people could change  
the world. Indeed it’s the only thing that ever has.

— Margaret Mead

Great thinkers are often conditioned to work alone. For your great 
ideas to be commercially smart they need to involve others who buy 
into or simply buy them. It’s not good enough to have a ‘Eureka!’ 
moment in your study.

Take the idea of you writing a book. Every day around 3000 new 
books are published. So who cares about yours? Well, heaps of people, 
if you know how to build advocacy.

If you are talented, charismatic or smart, you tend to get things 
done yourself. A lot of our modern schooling encourages these traits 
and rewards people for going it alone. Collaborating with the friend 
next to you in an exam is frowned upon and labelled as cheating. 
In some ‘creative circles’ they would call it collaboration. We believe 
that when these two people collaborate, question the assumptions, 
challenge the order, add to it or modify it after careful thought, we 
view this as Thought Leadership.

Smart people often struggle with collaboration, and with good 
reason. Amazing things rarely ever come out of committees, which 
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are driven by safety considerations and risk mitigation. It just may be 
that there is no wisdom in crowds who meet. The mob mentality is 
rarely a good thing.

Brilliant people see no reason to suffer fools for very long. Thought 
Leaders are the champions of meritocracy over politics. Sure, they 
need to play the game and be politically savvy, but they often resent 
the energy spent on this.

Why there may be no wisdom in crowds

Crowd sourcing as an idea has one fundamental principle as it prime 
lever — people are allowed to express their ideas freely and without 
filter, manipulation or control. It assumes that people are contributing 
and voting from truth and independent of influence by others. 
Nazi Germany got the crowd thing drastically wrong because a few 
opinion makers directed and manipulated the public zeitgeist and 
one of the darkest moments in human history occurred. This was not 
crowd sourcing; this was mass manipulation. Thought Leaders do not 
mobilize mobs but instead they build advocates. It is about individuals 
who see the merit in the idea, become raving fans and evangelize it, 
versus groups who endorse the idea as a policy or ideological stance.

Advocacy is not about team building. Team building is a manage-
ment principle. Often in teams we need to work to the lowest common 
denominator, we need to put in systems and procedures to handle the 
human frailties that often exist in groups. Advocacy building is about 
identifying independent thinkers and opinion formers and getting 
them excited about your projects and ideas. It is about building teams 
of geniuses willing to go the extra mile.

Challenging blessings

One of the challenges when Thought Leaders build a following lies 
in the benefits that are bestowed upon them. With great leadership 
comes great responsibility and often these simple blessings can be 
wrapped in challenges.
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Challenging blessing number one: charisma
The charismatic tend to be able to get people to do what they want 
because of charm. The higher the stakes, the more grown up the 
projects, and the older you get, the less charming you are. In other 
words, charm is eventually not enough to get people enrolled in 
the things you do. Thought Leaders need to be charismatic but not 
charming manipulators. They need to build advocacy and collaborate 
with others once the stakes get high enough.

Challenging blessing number two: talent
Talented people more often than not have to wait for others to 
catch up, and often the talent is not dished out with an equal dose of 
patience. It’s a rare and useful bonus if it is. This means that talented 
people actually get impatient and intolerant of others who cannot keep 
up with their gift. This can come across as arrogant. What typically 
happens, then, is that the socially inept Thought Leader who came 
up with the great idea is moved sideways in favour of a management/
execution team who can manage the people issues without the 
destructive impatience that often accompanies talent. This happens all 
the time when tech start-ups are taken over by venture capitalists. The 
Thought Leader who started it is often so creative that their talent is 
seen as an obstacle.

Challenging blessing number three: abundance
Most Thought Leaders are abundantly blessed with great ideas. 
Indeed there is no shortage of great ideas; it is the ability to execute 
them, place them into prevailing needs and build advocacy around 
them that makes the commercial difference.

So many Thought Leaders don’t suffer fools, are too impatient to 
encourage others and often see their great ideas fully formed and 
then lack the finesse to build the advocacy required to take their great 
ideas and make them commercial. Thought Leaders are typically the 
recipients of one or more of these three challenging blessings. So what 
do you need to do?
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Well, the first step is to recognize that you need other people if you 
want to make your great ideas a commercial reality. You don’t just need 
them to be impressed by the quality of your ideas, you actually need 
them to become evangelists for and advocates of your ideas. Once you 
accept that you need to get on and harness the power of other people, 
you then need to become a committed student and master of building 
advocacy.

To lead a team of Thought Leaders, you need to create and enter 
a shared reality. Then you can spend your time seeing and developing 
greatness in others. Again those of us who have been in the Thought 
Leaders movement for years see Matt Church as the role model for 
this. Hundreds of Thought Leaders have realized their dreams of being 
influential Thought Leaders because he held a belief in their greatness 
long before they ever saw it in themselves. Scott and Michael are the 
architects who allowed this vision to become a global reality.

The reliance paradox

Smart people come to moments of truth in which they realize that 
the way things have worked for them in the past won’t necessarily be 
the way they’ll work in the future. The sigmoid curve (diagram below) 
is a proven mathematical formula that demon strates the natural rise, 
plateauing and either growth or decay that occurs naturally.

RELIANCE PARADOX SUPERNOVA

1

superstar

3

supernova

black hole

M O M E N T 
O F  T R U T H

2
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Reliance stages
For clever people there are three effective stages you progress through 
and one negative stage to avoid at all costs if possible.

Stage one: superstar
These are the early days where everything seems to work and you 
are the golden child, a prodigy and the talent whose quirkiness is 
indulged because you are so young and gorgeous.

You could characterize this first stage as:
• No cheating allowed (you must know everything).
• You stand on your own feet (don’t need others to get ahead).
• You are encouraged to compete (win when others lose).

Stage two: moment of truth
At stage two there is the moment of truth when you realize:

• More work doesn’t work (same efforts lower returns).
• You lose your flow (increased stress and frustration).
• You must learn it all again (relearning and unlearning).

Stage three: supernova
Finally, at stage three, if you get through this stage quick enough, you 
go from superstar to supernova.

• You start to tap into other people’s everything (OPE).
• There are exponential returns (massive shifts).
• There is loss of control (gain control by giving it up).

Going it alone: how to get people talking about you

Focus on doing great work, building a reputation, and be sure to tell 
people how they can get more of you, your business or your cause.

You also need to get out and have conversations with people whom 
you can help and who may need what you have. But always let them 
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know what they can buy, how they can buy it and why they should 
buy it from you.

There is nothing better than word-of-mouth advertising. Having 
happy clients raving about you is the single most effective way to grow 
a Thought Leadership business. Mortgage brokers, real estate agents 
and financial planners have known this for years. Thought Leaders 
should also tap into the business-accelerating power of referrals.

Creating more referrals
Here are five things to think about in creating more referrals.

• Ask for them.
• Focus on six people to get referrals from.
• Teach people how to refer you.
• Be great.
• Don’t be too smart.

Ask for referrals
When people work with you, have them complete a form that provides 
them with the chance to refer. Next time someone gives you praise for 
what you do, thank them and ask them if they can think of anyone 
who may also benefit. Don’t just bask in the praise.

Focus on six people
We can manage only so many relationships. Find six people who are 
already working with your ideal partners and start to create value-
based relationships with them. If you help enough people get what 
they want, eventually you will get what you want. And remember to 
sell through them, not to them.

Teach people how to refer you
Coach these six people about your positioning, but start by under-
standing theirs. Don’t just expect them to refer you. Teach them by 
example and get them business first.
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Be great
Honestly, the sure-fire way to success as a Thought Leader is to keep 
refining your message and your method. Do good stuff and get better 
at doing it and you will build a reputation that creates referrals.

Don’t be too smart
People don’t refer clever people or charismatic people; they refer 
reliable people. When your reputation is at stake you want the person 
to do what they say they will. The basics of say please, say thank you, 
do what you promise and manage expectations are essential in creating 
a referral-based business.

In summary, get good, get known, sell through six and take care of the 
basics. If you want to build a referral business, refer others. This is a 
key part of building advocacy.

Going it alone, together: live nodes on living 
networks

Social network blogger Linda Stone shares her thinking on the idea 
that advocacy is built by you being a living node on a live network. It 
is not about having a Facebook profile; it is about being active on it 
— liking and commenting on others’ pages. It is about being someone 
who is a visible leader.

When marketing Thought Leader Seth Godin launched his 
book Linchpin: Are You Indispensable? he reached out to the online 
community to help create some advocacy around his book launch. By 
conducting dozens of interviews through live nodes on the blogger-
sphere, he was able to reach more of the right kind of people than 
he would have by simply traipsing around conducting random radio 
interviews with low media cycle obscure radio stations.

You need to be present and active in the world with your ideas. For 
the intrapreneur you need to make sure you are present at company 
conferences, that you blog on the intranet and create discussion papers 
that fuel innovations in your organizations.
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Creating champions

Allow others to take ownership of your great ideas. Set them free 
and allow others to extend and represent them in the world. Don’t 
die (metaphorically) with all your great ideas in you. At some point 
you need to let your ideas go out into the world, trusting that with 
the attribution mechanisms in place and your presence on the living 
networks your idea can be carried by others.

Seth Godin is the master of building advocacy (creating raving 
fans may be a better description), so it is no wonder he wrote the book 
on idea surrendering. His book Unleashing the Ideavirus is a must-read 
for those who want to build advocacy in the twenty-first century. It is 
about so much more than influencing or marketing skills; it is about 
building a comment-worthy narrative around your ideas and actively 
supporting the spread of those ideas into the world. Also read Seth 
Godin’s book Tribes: We Need You to Lead Us to understand how to 
create a critical mass movement of advocates around your great ideas.

Collaboration challenges

One of the most important parts of building advocacy is driving 
collaboration: helping people and letting them help you. There are 
three levels of personal evolution when it comes to collaboration, 
delegation and relying on others.

1. Take — being dependent and taking from others; it has a 
needy vibe and is obviously not ideal. In take, you draw from 
others unconsciously.

2. Push — being independent and winning from others. It 
has a competitive vibe and is about getting by, pushing your 
agenda. In push, you win; they lose.

3. Share — being interdependent and working with others. It 
has a liberating vibe. It is about effortlessness flowing and is 
the key to creating sustainability. In share, you flow.
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Our case study on advocacy with Jan Metcalf shows a Thought Leader 
who knows how to operate from the third stage of share.

Some thoughts on the idea of ‘co-opetition’

An interesting nuance for clever people is the fact they are happy to 
play in a space that resembles a hybrid of cooperation and competition, 
something called co-opetition.

The share part of cooperating has been made clear already in 
this chapter. The competition space, though, is one we believe you 
need to create if you want to engage the truly smart. It is about 
everything that is good with competition and none of the bad. It is 
the celebration of best practice, mastery and skill. It is the absence of 
losers and the eviction of envy from your culture. To make this work 
you need reliable tracking and open and transparent scorecards. You 
also need to have a diverse range of win standards. The truth of the 
idea that you encourage what you reward is critical. There should be 
hard commercial numbers that are tracked and there should be even 
harder ‘soft’ qualities that are measured.

Partners at Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu are measured on not only 
their earnings for the firm but also on qualities such as ‘eminence’! 
Eminence refers to the degree of sharing and developing the person 
has gifted back into their own firm. Eminence means being present 
and contributing to the work environment in such a way that all others 
are lifted. It’s also about your external reputation and the benefit the 
partnership gets from that.

Building advocacy in your organization  
and with your audience

There’s a popular saying that if you win the hearts and minds of  
people their feet will follow. Our experience is that there is a lot of 
truth in this saying. Typically, though, it is easier said than done. Not 
that it is particularly difficult to achieve but, rather, many people do 
not know or have access to a specific process for doing so. Thought 
Leaders do.
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Keys to building advocacy
To build advocacy through winning the hearts and minds of your 
people (which could mean anything from your staff to your audience at 
a conference) there are four critical keys that each tap into a desirable 
outcome. The four keys are:

1. Talk it up: which, when established, will bring the idea to life 
and build the necessary energy to put the idea into action.

2. Work with others: to encourage people to share the workload 
and connect to each other and the outcomes the Thought 
Leading idea can achieve.

3. Map the path: to join the dots and demonstrate the 
connections necessary to deliver the idea.

4. Build a future: to paint a picture of how this idea can create a 
compelling future.

The combination of the four elements above allows the Thought 
Leader to work effectively with both the hearts and minds of their 
audiences. (See the diagram on the next page.) So:

1. Talking it up inspires the heart of the staff or audience.

2. Working with others informs the hearts of the staff or 
audience.

3. Mapping the path informs the mind of staff or audiences.

4. Building a future inspires the mind of the staff or audiences.

Leveraging your efforts
For each of the four elements of building advocacy there are three key 
areas that will enable you to leverage your efforts. Ensure you include 
them as part of your aims and delivery. Think of them as multiple 
touchpoints that will enable you and your staff and audience to get 
critical mass.
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1. Talking it up inspires the heart of the staff or audience

• Engagement to a higher purpose Explain how achieving 
the delivery of your ideas will serve others and a wider 
community. Inspire people to embrace the opportunity to be 
part of something bigger than themselves.

• Create stories as a powerful medium to inspire people’s 
hearts Keep them simple for others to pass on. (Visit 
Andrew Melville at thoughtleaderscentral.com for more on 
this.)

• Network connections Invite and encourage people to 
explore how they can contribute and add value. How can they 
use their unique skills, knowledge and resources to engage 
and add value?

2. Working with others informs the hearts of the staff or audience

• Network connections Invite and encourage people to 
explore whom they know and how they can work together to 
progress the idea. Ask people to consider other people both 
inside the organizations they work for and their wider social 
and professional networks.

• Activate autonomy Encourage, invite and initiate 
people working together in focus groups or cross-
function multidisciplinary brainstorming teams to explore 
opportunities, requirements and resources that may need to 
be considered to bring the Thought Leadership ideas to life.

• Empowered delegation Nominate people to step up and 
be accountable and responsible for various tasks based on 
their ability and know-how and the ability and know-how of 
others. Encourage them to embrace decision making to the 
extent they can progress the idea.

3. Mapping the path informs the mind of staff or audiences

• Empowered delegation Highlight where people can 
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best add value based on their influence, power, skills and 
connections. Encourage people to embrace decision making 
to the extent they can progress the idea.

• Sequence the steps Nominate people to step in at the most 
appropriate time to contribute sequentially to joining the 
dots of the idea as it progresses based on their ability and 
know-how and the ability and know-how of others.

• Achievement tracking Follow the progress people are 
making and encourage them to do the same, keeping abreast 
of what others are doing elsewhere to best leverage everyone’s 
ideas, resources, time and energy.

4. Building a future inspires the mind of the staff or audiences

• Achievement tracking Follow the progress people are 
making and continue to relate the progress to the final 
destination, desired outcome or goal. Provide people with 
a sense of progress being made from their collective and 
individual efforts.

• Innovation over history Be enthusiastic innovators. The 
phrase ‘But we’ve never done it that way before’ should 
be heard with a healthy dose of scepticism. It should be 
responded to with phrases like: ‘Exactly. Isn’t that exciting?’  
or ‘Yes. So imagine the possibilities.’

• Engagement to a higher purpose Inspire people by inviting 
them to imagine what solutions, advantages and benefits 
their efforts will provide for other people.

These are key ingredients in building advocates for Thought Leaders 
who are committed to a vision and who wish to connect and collaborate 
with others to achieve that vision.
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CASE STUDY

Jan Metcalfe
Former Zonal Director, Queensland Child Safety

When Jan Metcalfe started in September 2004 as Zonal Director  
for the Northern Region in the former Queensland department of 
Child Safety, she knew that it would be a challenging task. In the 
role, she was specifically in charge of the daunting responsibility of 
improving the safety and well-being of abused vulnerable children and 
young people, within a zone stretching over thousands of kilometres 
across Queensland’s north and servicing a range of communities 
including the large regional city of Townsville as well as a number of 
isolated and remote communities on the western border.

One of the biggest challenges that she faced when she started was 
the need to establish effective and efficient decision-making processes 
and carefully planned, well-sequenced and timely responses to child 
protection issues. Other major challenges included limited emergency 
placements for children and young people coming into care, the 
geographical isolation of the zone, low staff morale and poor staff 
attraction and retention rates. When she began asking questions as 
to why certain approaches were taken, the response she often received 
was: ‘If we don’t do it this way we can’t keep the children safe.’

She realized quickly that she needed to do something different in 
order to improve outcomes for the department and the community. 
She immediately began working to gain the trust of a core group 
of senior staff. She frequently visited workplaces and implemented 
regular team meetings and one-to-one catch-ups with her direct 
reports. She encouraged staff to think and act differently about their 
responsibilities and the challenging work they did.

Jan empowered and coached them to identify new ways of 
influencing others to achieve results by not allowing or accepting 
excuses. She introduced data collection and analysis processes to 
monitor performance and established a zonal leadership team made 
up of key senior staff. She modelled her expectations and began 
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helping her leadership team to identify effective solutions to the 
difficult challenges they faced as managers in their everyday work.

At first glance, Jan appears to be just a good manager who was 
doing what needed to be done. What Jan did to be a Thought Leader 
was in the way that she got her staff to commit and go above and 
beyond what they thought was possible. From speaking with her staff, 
the widespread view is that they would ‘walk over cut glass to get the 
job done for her’.

Her approach was to build an advocacy or a movement of committed 
staff leaders who were willing to change the way things were viewed, 
and the way that they were being done. She designed and embraced 
an intensive Leadership in Action programme which allowed staff 
leaders to provide the skills, encouragement and accountability to 
allow staff to step up. This included training workshops, one-on-one 
and team coaching, role plays, work shadowing, and an overhaul of 
her internal Zone Leadership Team meetings so they were results 
focused.

Jan choreographed a series of consistent touchpoints which 
continually supported and reminded her people of the need to be 
Thought Leaders in all facets of their work. She encouraged her 
leadership team to initiate open and honest dialogue with direct 
reports and stakeholders, which created a new mindset across the zone 
and set the scene for her to introduce collaborative and innovative 
ways of interacting with partner agencies. One particular initiative 
that she put together was the Local Area Planning forums which 
allowed government and non-government stakeholders to work 
together in specific areas to improve outcomes for children and young 
people in care.

After 12 months, she was held in high esteem not only by her own 
staff and affiliates but also by partner agencies as someone who had 
a unique approach and could work collaboratively with others to get 
positive things accomplished. Her consistent message and challenge 
for her people to be leaders rather than followers developed a strong 
sense of loyalty that created ripples across the entire state.

Within 18 months of her commencement in the role, other sectors 
of the organization were taking notice and sending their staff to her 
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zone to identify and emulate what it was that made them different. 
Above all else, Jan, as a Thought Leader, had gotten her people to 
commit to the vision of active leadership. After the June 2008 
reorganization of the Queensland government department, Jan went 
on to become Executive Director, Child Safety Services Division, and 
was responsible for overseeing all seven zones across the state with 
responsibility for more than 3000 staff and a multi-million dollar 
operational budget.

Achievements

In addition to receiving the Department’s State Leadership Award, 
Jan and her team achieved amazing results, which included:

• Developing KPIs to introduce targets across five key 
operational areas. Jan introduced to staff the concept of  
KPIs and using data to set targets as a scorecard for their  
own achievements and, within nine months, the entire  
state had adopted them as a crucial element in their success. 
As a Thought Leader Jan did not tell her staff what the 
KPIs were or should be; she worked with her leadership and 
regional teams around empowering them to identify the key 
areas — and encouraged them to develop the strategies to 
improve.

• Decreasing spend on emergency accommodation. Jan 
initiated strategic discussions to address the issue of limited 
emergency accommodation options across the zone and 
explored a more appropriate response to ensure safe and 
sustainable placement options for children and young people. 
Much work was done to keep children and young people as 
close to their communities as possible, not an easy feat given 
the vastness of the zone. By looking outside the square, the 
leadership team was able to divert funds previously spent 
on temporary emergency accommodation towards building 
capacity to provide a wider range of sustainable placement 
options that followed the rigorous systems to improve 
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placement options. This led to more stable placements and 
less need for emergency accommodation.

• Improving response time. With any report of suspected 
child abuse, a set of strict procedures needs to be followed 
for proper investigation of the claim and for appropriate 
action to be taken. Jan worked with her leadership team to 
identify barriers which resulted in effective response times. 
She introduced systems to monitor performance, train staff, 
enhance skills and competencies and set up project teams 
to tackle specific pieces of work. As a result, Jan was able to 
significantly reduce response times and created a model that 
other zones would later adapt to their local environments.

Our observations on Jan Metcalfe’s  
Thought Leadership

She quickly realized that if she wanted to have a large impact across 
the organization she needed to get her staff to commit to her and 
her vision. Once she had her staff in alignment, Jan focused on not 
only achieving her own targets but on assisting people to get results 
across the organization so they would become capable and proactive 
Thought Leaders in their own right. With her approach, Jan retained 
the staff in her committed leadership team, recording an extremely 
low staff turnover rate of 3 per cent over four years — a figure almost 
unheard of in any organization.

To engage her staff with her and the new approach, she often worked 
with them in the field, allowing them to come up with the solution. 
She did not simply tell them what she wanted them to do without 
allowing them to have input or a personal level of commitment to the 
achieving of targets. Building on this approach, Jan currently works 
as Assistant Director General, State-wide Services Regional Service 
Delivery Operations in Queensland’s Department of Communities, 
and her role now includes overseeing a range of complex state-wide 
services — and spreading Thought Leadership.
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11
enterprising  

thought leadership
driving thought leadership  
through your organization

Dude, this Thought Leadership stuff is cool.  
It’s easy to learn, fun to apply and works  

for us and the customer.
— Sales representative, Sara Lee Australia

Organizations regularly approach us asking how they might introduce 
Thought Leadership into their business. Typically, they are attracted 
to the solutions Thought Leadership offers because they are facing 
issues such as:

• Loss of effectiveness of traditional methods of attracting new 
business, especially in business-to-business sales.

• Being left behind as competitors are increasingly being seen 
as the ‘go to’ source of information and expertise in their 
industry.

• Mixed messages and directions within various departments 
and locations, which is leading to fragmented and limited 
delivery of new and existing solutions.
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• Loss of key or high-potential staff who are leaving because 
they do not have an opportunity to grow.

• Stagnant growth and momentum due to staff not having 
something more than figures and numerical targets to inspire 
them towards their greatness.

Becoming and being recognized in your market as a Thought Leader 
is the perfect way for your organization to address many of these 
situations. If Thought Leaders are put in place across all levels of 
your organization they become ‘embedded’ promoters who have the 
hallway conversations that provide your employees with necessary 
words of wisdom and encouragement when times get tough.

Thought Leadership development strategy

If you are about to embark on a Thought Leadership development 
strategy, you need to identify which strategy you want to take. Gen-
erally, we have used two common strategies that you may select from, 
depending on the current situation within your organization.

1. Enterprise Thought Leadership Program  
(entire organization)
This is the learning and development strategy that is designed to 
improve the knowledge, skills and experience of all staff across all 
levels. The advantage of this approach is that, once you reach critical 
mass within an organization, amazing results and things can happen. 
People from across levels and departments start sharing the same 
vision around Thought Leadership and a new energy begins to emerge 
within your organization’s culture.

2. High Potential Thought Leaders Pipeline
This is for your up-and-coming Thought Leaders whom you see as 
subject-matter experts who have a positive future. If you ask ‘who 
can get things done — and not just the normal way?’ you will find 
these people. Often they are the movers and shakers, the ones that 
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are respected because of their thinking, execution or ability to make 
things happen.

Here is how you would go about doing this  
in your business

We suggest you start a curriculum of sessions run for up to 12 months, 
depending on which of the nine core skills you wish to cover.

If you choose to deliver all nine core skills, we recommend you 
deliver them in the order they are presented in this book, because many 
of the skills build upon the previous skill or are even a prerequisite for 
effectively mastering a skill. In your planning it is useful to ensure you 
have some specific projects and tangible outcomes that you are hoping 
to accomplish. Ensure that these include both an end-result focus as 
well as an internal sharing focus that allows your people to share their 
Thought Leadership journey with others.

Adopting the following planning framework will assist you to 
keep the programme on track and ensure internal acceptance. Of 
course, you may want to adjust the content and speed at which you 
work through this plan in your organization.

Step 1: Assess your organization
Before you start, assess what the current level of Thought Leadership 
is within your organization. This may include a number of initiatives 
to take an accurate snapshot of your current capabilities (as well as 
opportunities to improve!).

• Talk to senior executives, middle managers and frontline staff 
to identify their perspective on the current level of Thought 
Leadership.

• Complete the Thought Leader diagnostic. This is a survey 
that we have created to assist you in assessing capability. Go 
to www.thoughtleadersglobal.com/tlsurvey for more details.

• Identify all of the material created that would be deemed 
as Thought Leadership from across the organization. This 
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could include: white papers, innovative reports, presentations 
to industry bodies, presentations at client events, articles 
published about your organization, articles published by your 
people.

Step 2: Outline the game plan
When you understand what areas of Thought Leadership you need to 
address, you then need to develop your strategy. You also need to use 
this time to identify who the key subject-matter experts are within 
your business. You should also begin to consider and determine 
which of the nine core skills would be beneficial for the staff to learn, 
and plan out the logistics of timing, location and structure of these 
sessions. As we mentioned earlier, you may choose to start with 
your high potentials in your Thought Leadership pipeline or roll the 
strategy out across your entire organization.

Step 3: Communicate the game plan  
(Thought Leadership conference)
You need to run a conference that explains how you are planning to 
use Thought Leadership as a key business driver. Explain the idea of 
Thought Leadership and how these activities they will undertake are 
expected to be direct drivers of business growth (remember Chapter 
10: Building advocacy!). We recommend holding a two- or three-
day Thought Leadership Initiative Conference that demonstrates the 
importance of this new strategy. At this conference you will need to 
weave in this new strategy in a way that makes the case for Thought 
Leadership, and the benefits and strategy moving forward. In addition, 
you will need to provide your people with the chance to be involved in 
mapping the strategy (this works extremely well with high potentials!). 
We also recommend that you introduce the nine essential skills and 
discuss how they will be rolled out over the next 12 months.

Step 4: Roll out of the nine essential skills
Once you have traction from the Thought Leadership conference, 
begin your roll-out of skill development with the nine essential skills. 
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Ensure that these skills are translated to your business. This is where 
we will often diagnose key problems your business and Thought 
Leadership positions are facing. There are numerous ways to do this, 
including classroom training, on-the-job training as well as online 
e-learning to reinforce these skills.

Identify the best framework for this roll-out. One recommendation 
is to ensure that your senior managers are involved and participating 
so they are visibly promoting the Thought Leadership movement. 
We have worked with numerous organizations in national and 
inter national launches and without this as part of your strategy the 
effectiveness of your Thought Leadership initiative will be limited.

Step 5: Organize Thought Leader summits
As you begin launching your Thought Leadership strategy across your 
organization, we also recommend that you hold a number of Thought 
Leader summits to bring together the core Thought Leaders. The 
purpose of these gatherings is threefold:

1. To allow your core Thought Leaders to share strategies 
that are working (as well as work through any challenges 
individuals may be facing).

2.  To provide a cross-pollination platform across your 
organization. This allows your Thought Leaders who are 
located in different departments or locations to share some 
of the great ideas and execution strategies that they are using. 
More importantly, it allows others to be mentored by them in 
practical things that are working.

3.  To maintain the momentum and create a buzz when they 
return to their ‘everyday role’. This spark of enthusiasm is 
critical to keeping the momentum moving forward — and 
enabling your people to execute for better results in a shorter 
amount of time.

Having organized a number of these summits, we recommend that 
they do not take the form of traditional conferences that consist of 
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other ‘experts’ speaking at those attending. It needs to be a forum 
that allows them to collaborate and get or give ideas that others can 
use based on what they need right now. We use a facilitation process 
called Open Space (also known as World Café) that ensures that the 
people who attend the summit get their questions answered. With 
every summit we have run, the feedback from the attendees shows the 
results have far exceeded what they thought possible. Depending on 
the size of your organization, we also recommend that you run at least 
three summits per year.

Step 6: External Thought Leadership strategy
At this stage you need to begin researching external delivery 
opportunities that will help you share the successes you have achieved 
internally. Often organizations have gained significant improvements 
but fail to capture them or get their Thought Leaders to promote 
them outside their organization, thus missing the opportunity to 
position the organization as Thought Leading. This strategy should 
include the following.

• Identifying internal and external conferences, trade shows, 
industry or association briefings where your Thought Leaders 
can make presentations.

• Determining both internally and externally where and 
how your Thought Leaders can deliver training, coaching 
or facilitation sessions on their subject matter. Remember 
to consider the use of Webinars and other online options 
here (for an online learning platform, go to www.
openlearningspace.com).

• Identify again both internal and external opportunities for 
your Thought Leaders, running either one-on-one or group 
mentoring sessions where they can begin to build the next 
generation of Thought Leaders in their topic of expertise.

Bear in mind it will take time to build your Thought Leadership 
organization. It’s just a question of balancing the short-term excite-
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ment and enthusiasm of generating the immediate initiatives with the 
longer-term gratification of benefits in your team. This takes strong, 
confident and encouraging business leadership and a willingness to 
invest the time and resources, knowing the pay-off may not be fully 
realized until the next six-month period of this process. Having said 
that, as we mentioned earlier, where sales reps have applied Thought 
Leadership skills in their work many have reported instant results. 
Remember that a huge percentage of your future growth is going to 
be built on the quality of the thinking conducted in this stage.

Some common questions we get asked around the 
Enterprising Thought Leadership, in organizations

Can both private and public-sector organizations benefit from introducing 
Enterprising Thought Leadership?
Yes. Thought Leadership benefits all sectors. How this is possible will 
emerge through investigating and creating your own IP snapshots.

Should the leader of the business be positioned as a  
Thought Leader?
Yes absolutely. Even if they are not required to speak outside the 
organi  zation, developing the core skills to be applied inside the 
organization will always add huge value.

Can different individuals just specialize in specific channels?
Yes. For example, you may find you have a Thought Leader who excels 
as a speaker but lacks confidence or the skills to facilitate a group or 
write articles. So feel free to build a team of people drawing on their 
preference and skill set to deliver your Thought Leadership.

How many people should we invite into Thought Leadership?
It depends on the size of your business and the perceived benefits 
you believe can be obtained from Thought Leadership to add value to 
your employees, customers and market. This means you may involve 
everyone in your business or stick to a few subject-matter experts.
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How many people should we fast-track into Thought Leadership pipeline?
This is a common question. Our experience shows that it is better 
to get the right people, rather than the wrong bunch of people, in a 
Thought Leadership pipeline. We recommend that you identify the 
high potentials and ensure that they have the desire to be more than 
just subject-matter experts; they need to want to be future Thought 
Leaders!

Is Thought Leadership just the latest business trend?
Possibly. Although there is an important thing to consider. Those 
organizations that embrace Thought Leadership may make such 
a quantum leap ahead of their competitors that even if it is just a 
passing trend, those that do not embrace Thought Leadership in any 
capacity may find themselves too far behind to recover. There’s an old 
saying: ‘If you always do what you’ve always done, then you’ll always 
get what you’ve always got.’ Thought Leaders have a slightly different 
take on this, preferring to rephrase as: ‘If you always do what you’ve 
always done you’ll always get left behind!’

If you would like more information on enterprising thought leadership 
in your organisation check out: 
www.thoughtleadersglobal.com/intranpreneur
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12
the thought leader 

marketing advantage
thought leadership as a sales and  
marketing positioning initiative

You can have brilliant ideas, but if you cannot get  
them across, your ideas will not get you anywhere.

— Lee Iacocca

A fast-growth enterprise can harness Thought Leadership to drive 
business and generate interest. By selecting a few key people to act 
as Thought Leaders for your business you can increase noise, create 
attraction and drive further business growth. We have assisted a 
number of organizations that wanted to focus on positioning their 
business as Thought Leading and this chapter will provide you with a 
number of insights we have gained.

The strategy is simple: pick a few people and help them develop 
into awesome subject-matter experts who become Thought Leaders 
in your industry. Use them in various ways to build advocacy and click 
with future client partners.

The chosen team members go on a development fast track, getting 
ready to:

• Speak at industry conferences.



the thought leader marketing advantage

209

• Speak at client events.
• Run workshops that engage supplier, clients and staff.
• Publish articles in industry journals.
• Blog on cool stuff in your business.
• Run small educational sessions at trade shows.
• Create a book.
• Build a tweet following.
• Manage a Facebook fan page for your business.
• Create buzz and social narrative around your business.

They act as ambassadors, reaching out into your marketplace, 
creating energy and buzz. The trick is to surround them with 
relationship managers who follow up on the interest generated by 
their Thought Leadership.

The team at Infusionsoft have two fabulous Thought Leaders in 
Clate Mask and Scott Martineau, who have done exactly this at their 
customer relationship management (CRM) and email marketing 
business. Clate and Scott have a software solution that helps small 
business automate their outward-bound marketing. 

Their book, Conquer the Chaos, walks through their approach, 
giv ing fabulous strategies on how small to mid-size enterprises can 
succeed. Their book is so much more than a bound sales brochure; it 
actually offers fabulous insights into what it means to be a business 
owner. 

There is a whole section dedicated to your lifestyle as the business 
owner. They don’t do this because it sells their software subscriptions. 
They do it because they are true Thought Leaders who care about how 
to make life as a business owner better. More importantly, it positions 
them as Thought Leaders, viewed as the ‘go to’ people in the industry, 
thus giving them the competitive advantage.
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Here is how you would go about doing this in your 
business

We suggest you start a curriculum of sessions run over, say, six months, 
with some specific projects and real public commitments that flow on 
for the next six months. In other words, run a developmental and a 
delivery phase.

Month one: outline the game plan
You need to run a session that explains how you are planning to 
use Thought Leadership as a key business driver. Explain the idea 
of Thought Leadership marketing and how these activities they will 
under take are expected to be direct drivers of business growth. 

You need to explore how and why your business can do this. You 
need to use this session to identify who the key subject-matter experts 
within your business will be and get them thinking about what their 
area of expertise might be. Remember these are the key people that 
your industry will see as the Thought Leaders of your organization, so 
take the time to get the right ones!

Month two: from expertise to value propositions
Diagnose key problems your business and Thought Leadership posi-
tions address. You need to unpack and refine the business value 
proposition (BVP). With the bigger business value proposition in 
mind you then need to help each Thought Leader identify and refine 
what their individual value proposition might be. You then align the 
two value perspectives. 

In this second month you want to identify the key target audiences 
for each Thought Leader’s intellectual property. Get clear on what 
their concerns are using the process we unpacked in Chapter 9 on 
clicking. These should then be run like filters over the target audiences.

Following these two key stages you are then in a position to define 
key audience lenses (target audience filters) and use these to organize 
the various pieces of intellectual property.
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Month three: build core intellectual property
Starting with the various problem sets you created in the previous 
month, you need to begin to unpack the various pieces of IP as held by 
Thought Leaders. Beware at this stage your key subject-matter experts 
may lose sight of why you are doing this and what the commercial 
pay-off may be. 

Asking them to draft a 30-minute speech often helps them clarify 
the IP into some specific deliverable form. That said, taking the time 
to build your idea bank and various pink sheets will save heaps of time 
in the future. It’s just a question of managing the short- and long-term 
gratification issues in your team. This takes strong, confident business 
leadership and a willingness to invest the time and resources with no 
immediate pay-off. We would remind you, the business leader, that 
a huge percentage of your future growth is going to be built on the 
quality of the thinking conducted in this stage.

Explore the causes behind the key strategic problems that the 
individual Thought Leader’s expertise addresses.

Each Thought Leader should aim to have 6–12 key concepts built 
in the next 30 days. They need to create conceptual models to help 
articulate the points.

Create a Talking Points spreadsheet to enable off-the-cuff, planned 
spontaneity and presentation/conversation scripts.

Month four: run some peer review
This month you want to create a pilot run-through of the ideas. Over 
one or two days run sessions where the various Thought Leaders 
present their ideas to peers and a safe internal audience. You need 
this critical testing and proving ground to increase the imperative and 
focus your Thought Leaders so they don’t get distracted by the real 
day-to-day issues that consume all fast-growth businesses.

The presentations need to be followed up with a peer review and 
feedback session. At this stage you want to catalogue and refine the 
IP further. You should finish this session by identifying the various 
Thought Leadership marketing opportunities and prioritize them 
into projects.
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Month five: building the tangibles
This month you should roll your sleeves up and create slide decks (slide 
series), white papers and the various opinion pieces you then choose 
to run with in the back half of the year. So build opinion pieces, create 
slide decks for each IP module, build presentation timelines (as in 
what you say when in a 45-minute speech).

Write white papers on each problem you identified back in month 
two.

Month six: polish and present
This is the graduation stage where you conduct final reviews and 
polish up the presentations and engage the relationship managers so 
that they are articulate and knowledgeable on the various pieces of IP. 
You might want to provide your Thoughts Leaders with some delivery 
coaching.

Some common questions we get asked around  
the Thought Leader positioning advantage path

How many people should we include?
We suggest that organizations with fewer than 150 people would 
pick say three to nine key people who will run through a Thought 
Leadership position advantage programme.

Should the leader of the business be positioned as a  
Thought Leader?
Yes.

Should you use managers as your subject-matter experts?
We have often found that this depends on your organization. Many 
managers are in a position of management, which is very different 
from being a recognized subject-matter expert. You want to use 
subject-matter experts whom others look up to, who have great ideas 
and the ability to influence others — regardless of their positional 
power!
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Should we invite clients in the peer review stage in month four?
No.

How long can we expect to be able to run with the IP we have created 
before we need to run a new six-step development process?
We believe that the IP should live forever at the principle and context 
level. Dating occurs around the content components of your IP. 
We suggest that this gets reviewed every 12 months. And every 18 
months to three years launch two or three new Thought Leaders into 
the marketplace. (This is highly dependent on the pace of change, 
uncertainty and disruption in your industry.)

If you would like more information on creating your own thought leaders 
advantage check out: www.thoughtleadersglobal.com/entrepreneur
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13
the million-dollar expert

how to build a six-figure income by becoming  
the thought leader in your industry

When love and skill work together  
expect a masterpiece.

— John Ruskin

A million-dollar expert is an infopreneur who has successfully com-
mercialized their Thought Leadership and is running a practice that is 
turning over a million dollars or more a year with one or two support 
staff.

Most people think this is impossible when they first hear this 
definition. ‘Make a seven-figure income selling my expertise, are you 
serious?’ We admit it could sound a bit preposterous. How could you 
possibly charge a high enough rate and sell enough hours or days to 
make a million dollars in a year?

Million-dollar expert (MDE) is a systematic methodology to 
grow a practice to a million dollars based on diversifying modes of 
delivery and taking the appropriate steps at each revenue level. It’s a 
method that has been proven to work — at the time of writing about 
500 people have been exposed directly to this methodology, and many 
have reached $720,000 or above in their practice (what we call ‘black 
belts’). Most of them are now well on their way to becoming million-
dollar experts.
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Infopreneurs become recognized as Thought Leaders when they 
clearly define a unique perspective or offering to the market based 
around the subject they are an expert in. They achieve this status 
when they have built on the thinking in their domain, added to the 
knowledge in their area and challenged and extended the status quo.

A practice or a business?

In Chapters 11 and 12 we wrote about Thought Leadership within 
business. A million-dollar expert is someone who has successfully 
built a specialist infoprenuerial practice.

A practice is based on the expertise of the principal. In the case 
of brain surgery the practice is based on the expertise of the brain 
surgeon. While there would be other people in the practice supporting 
the surgeon, she is the one who does all the delivery (in this case the 
brain surgery). If she is sick, the receptionist isn’t going to fill in for 
her. Without the brain surgeon the practice is not worth anything.

In the case of an infoprenuerial practice it is based on the subject-
matter expertise — or the ideas — of the principal. The expert is 
typically a consultant, speaker, author, trainer, mentor, facilitator or 
coach (and as we will see shortly, ideally a combination of these). 
Practices (as opposed to businesses) generally have low start-up costs 
and continue to be funded from the cash flow created in the practice. 
For example, you get a website when you can afford one. Businesses, 
on the other hand, have an initial investment focus and even if you 
build one with a low budget, at some point it still takes raising funds 
or capital investment to get it to the next level.

There is absolutely no doubt that investing early and funding a 
practice as if it was a business will accelerate its growth. But these 
early investments can also be applied to the practice too soon. A 
$5000 brochure describing a service that you quickly evolve out of is 
a complete waste of time and money. The early investment made in 
a practice is usually in the learning and growing that the expert has 
done in the years leading up to launching.

A practice can’t be sold for a ‘lotto-like’ figure at the end of the 
day, so you need to be taking significant money out along the way, and 
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investing it in other appreciating assets. Fortunately, given the high 
profit margin of a practice, and the potential to build a million-dollar 
turnover, this is much easier than in the case of a business or a job. 
After running a successful practice for 10 years the Thought Leader 
would expect to have accumulated $5–10 million in investment assets.

Unlike a business, where the owner seeks to create systems and 
replace himself, the practice owner never gets replaced. From day one 
the job of the Thought Leader within the practice is to think, sell and 
deliver. Eventually, there will be support stuff to help do all the other 
things, but the principal will still be doing the thinking, selling and 
delivering.

Consequently, to run a Thought Leader’s practice you have to be 
prepared to work hard (especially at the start) and you have to love 
what you do.

PRACTICE OR BUSINESS?

 Practice Business

Low start-up cost High start-up cost

Based around expert Based on systems

Has no value outside principal Has value outside principal

Can’t be sold Can be sold

High profit margin Low profit margin

Low overheads High overheads

Can be cash-flow funded Requires capital injections for growth

Highly agile and responsive to market Less agile and less responsive 

Small team Large team
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The secret to making more money from  
your expertise

Most infopreneurs make the mistake of picking one mode to deliver 
their expertise through and sticking to that. Speakers make money 
through speaking. Trainers make money from training. Coaches 
coach. And so on. 

The secret for infopreneurs to stabilize their cash flow and grow 
revenue more quickly is to diversify how they deliver the information 
they provide. It is much easier to get $100,000 per year from six modes 
than to get $600,000 per year from one.

The rule of diversification: don’t put all your eggs  
in one basket!
Diversification is the golden rule of investment. In 1952 Dr Harold 
Markowitz wrote his ground-breaking paper which launched modern 
portfolio theory and eventually ended up winning him the Nobel 
Prize for Economics. His work centred on how to diversify investment 
portfolios to get the maximum return at a given point of uncertainty 
or risk. He is definitely a Thought Leader, and his work still forms the 
basis of leading investment managers’ diversification strategies.

What exactly is diversification? It simply means not putting 
all your eggs in one basket. As an infopreneur this economic rule 
also applies. You need to have several support structures, several 
development initiatives and several distribution methods in place. It 
speaks to the need to deliver your information via several different 
methods. Don’t rely just on speaking or just on your book sales or just 
on training programmes. Use a mix of all and offer them to different 
markets. Diversify!

Applying this to an infoprenuerial practice
Let’s assume that each method (six modes) has the opportunity to 
return $100,000 per year when operating at 100 per cent capacity.

To build a $600,000 per year revenue based solely on coaching is 
nigh on impossible. To do so as an author means cracking it big time 
and being one of the top handful of authors at any given time. To be 
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a conference speaker or a trainer making $600,000 would put you in 
the top one per cent of each mode.

Also the investment costs to build such a dominant position in 
each method unbalances your other opportunities in other delivery 
modes. Put simply, it cost heaps of time and money to get to the top 
and stay there. You work harder and build a higher income from the 
mode but usually with greater effort.

This is the mistake that many top speakers or trainers make before 
they realize the power of diversification. They often work very hard 
and invest a lot to stay there, travelling all the time, delivering over 
120 keynote speeches or training days a year. However, it isn’t until 
they start diversifying and making money from the other modes that 
they can become a million-dollar expert.

Now don’t for a minute think that we don’t believe in excellence 
any more. Diversification doesn’t exclude excellence. Being the world’s 
best public speaker or most published author is still what you would 
aim for. We simply want you to stabilize your cash flow and create the 
revenue and time you need to pursue this and do it right. You can have 
it all, just not at the same time.

Moving through the stages: MDE income ladder

As mentioned in Chapter 9 on clicking, there is a million-dollar expert 
income ladder that shows the natural stages of progression that need 
to be taken to grow a six-figure practice. The MDE programme was 
created to leverage this success and it has grown and is now offered 
by Thought Leader mentors. It can guide you through the first three 
stages of this model in order to build up the momentum, experience, 
confidence and expertise needed to continue your progress on through 
blue, red and up to black belt.

Getting the formula right

Often many infopreneurs ask us what is the best way to start. They 
may come from a training background or a speaking background 
and are looking to do something different — something that is their 
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Thought Leadership rather than others’. Although there are a number 
of different steps you could take, we recommend the following.

Step 1: Identify what you want
Take a look at what you want to achieve. Get clear on what you are 
really about and what you are passionate about. Clarify your Master 
Message — which is really your purpose and what you want to do 
before you start anything else.

Step 2: Get your message clear
Make sure that your ideas are cutting edge, that the models and 
diagrams that you create to support your ideas position you as a 
Thought Leader. Without getting clear on your IP, it is difficult to 
begin identifying what you can offer. The pink sheets explained earlier 
are critical to this step.

Step 3: Improve your method
This is where you practise and improve your delivery method to get 
your message across. Often it involves improving on your existing 
capabilities before developing completely new ones. We have 
identified 102 skills that are required to master all of the methods — 
this takes time!

Step 4: Your market
Once you are clear on your message and how you will deliver that 
message, it is then time to look at your market opportunities. The 
mistake many people make is they skip the earlier steps and just go 
here. Remember, Thought Leadership is about your ideas and this 
takes time to identify and then pitch to the market.

Step 5: Your plan
Once you have examined the other steps, you need to map your 
plan forward. We recommend using a series of metrics to hold you 
accountable for your activity as well as your results. This ensures that 
you keep attention on your forward momentum, without getting 
sidetracked along the way.



thought leaders

220

This programme offers not just an understanding of these various 
levels, but also the strategies and key skills that are necessary to be 
successful. For many people the thought of running their own business 
has become a reality — only to realize that they are having a difficult 
time sharing their expertise in a way that is sustainable and allows 
them to make a profit. If you want to run your own business selling 
your ideas, this will allow you to fast-track towards your goals, as well 
as learn from others who have also travelled the same path.

Hats off to Thought Leader infopreneurs

We love Thought Leadership in all its forms, but the Thought Leader 
infopreneur holds a special place in our hearts. It takes something 
special to stand naked with your ideas, declare yourself the expert and 
take that to the world — to make your living out of delivering your 
own ideas. We salute you.

If you would like more information on selling your thoughts check out: 
www.thoughtleadersglobal.com/infopreneur



Thought Leaders Business School is kind of like an MBA, 
but for experts rather than for managers.

And rather than writing a thesis, you'll write a book.

It's a year of immersion that will teach you how to earn 
$500k–$1.5M, working 50–200 days, with one or two support staff. 

This program is all about building a thought leaders practice 
around your expertise, your brand and your name.

It’s perfect for:

• Senior executives who want to give up their day job.

• Consultants wanting to get their business model right.

• Subject matter experts who want to go from knowing 
something to being known for knowing something.

• Speakers, trainers and coaches who know they 
need to do more with their business.

• Entrepreneurs who want to focus on their practice 
and their thought leadership (speaking at 
conferences, writing a book) to earn extra 
revenue while feeding their business.

If that's you, and you like the sound of this game, 
come and check us out

www.tlbusinessschool.com



A CLOSING THOUGHT ON  
THOUGHT LEADERS 

Here’s to the crazy ones. The misfits. The rebels. The 
trouble-makers. The round pegs in the square holes. The 
ones who see things differently. They’re not fond of rules, 

and they have no respect for the status quo. You can 
quote them, disagree with them, glorify, or vilify them. 
But the only thing you can’t do is ignore them. Because 
they change things. They push the human race forward. 

And while some may see them as the crazy ones, we 
see genius. Because the people who are crazy enough to 
think they can change the world are the ones who do.

 
 

— Apple Computers advertisement
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