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Build Awareness.
Establish Credibility.
Spread your Vision.

TRANSFORM
Y O U R  I N D U S T R Y .



https://news.crunchbase.com/news/global-2020-funding-and-exit/

It’s harder than ever to break 
through the noise.

You may have a big bold vision for the future — but so do the other 13,000+ founders 
who raised $288 billion in the first half of 2021 alone.  

Today, raising some money, having a big vision, and building a good innovative 
technology product is not enough. That’s why so many venture-backed founders fail.

To succeed as a founder, you need enough of the right people to know who you are 
and what you do. They need to trust that your solution can solve their problems better 
than what already exists. And they need to trust that your product can help them survive 
and thrive in the future. 

You can try to hire a traditional PR firm to spam journalists on your behalf, hoping you 
won’t remain lost in the chatter.

Or, you can take a proactive approach. Break through the noise by establishing your 
company as a visionary expert that your customers can trust to solve their problems and 
lead them into the future.

This approach is called Thought Leadership Marketing, and this guide will teach you 
exactly how to build and execute your Thought Leadership Marketing Strategy.

A Visionary Founder’s Guide to Thought Leadership Marketing
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In 2013 we founded a startup working on something that few had 
heard of at the time — Bitcoin. We hired a PR firm to help us break 

through the noise and get our story out there.

They didn’t deliver (despite taking our $20,000). So, we took 
matters into our own hands. Instead of trying to get the media 

talking about “how amazing” we were — like our PR firm did — we 
took a different approach.

Here’s what we did to help ourselves
break through the noise

A Note About the Thought 
Leadership Marketing Process
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Like when we went on national TV in 
2014 to tell the public not to worry 
about the latest crash.

We positioned ourselves as 
industry advocates, publicly 
defending criticism against the 
industry.

Like this open letter we wrote and mailed to 
FINRA defending Bitcoin (which Business 
Insider wrote about).

We positioned ourselves as industry 
experts, providing commentary on 
real-time events happening in the 
space.

Like when we registered to become one 
of the first federally-registered lobbyists 
for the crypto industry.

We positioned ourselves as industry 
educators, clearing up 
misconceptions and making sure key 
stakeholders were informed.
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We said yes. Since then, we have helped visionary founders break through the noise in 
industries ranging from finance to energy to tech and everywhere in between.

Our programs, tactics, and approach are based on our own experiences, and we have 
mastered our craft working side by side with founders as they take their ideas to market.

These efforts put us on the radar. We had investors, journalists, customers, and 
opportunities coming to us every day after. Every door was suddenly open to us.

There was just one problem: our product sucked. Despite all the buzz and momentum, it 
wasn’t enough to get enough clients and the company failed. It was a very painful and 
depressing moment for any startup founder.

But on the day Bloomberg announced our demise, founders began to reach out. They 
said, “Your company didn't make it, but you were really good at generating awareness for 
yourselves. Can we hire you to do that for us?”

The Impact of Our Efforts.
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Since we launched in 2014, the 300+ startups 
who have implemented our programs have gone 

on to achieve the following:

While a lot goes into a company achieving these outcomes, we’ve had a 
frontrow seat to it all, fighting in the trenches alongside founders.

Our Thought Leadership Development Process Process is based on 
our frontline experience working with founders to help them break 

through the noise. Every time we work with a company, our playbook is 
put to the test, optimized, and improved. Our strategies continue to 

evolve and adapt as time goes on.

This guide is the most recent version of the playbook we use 
for visionary founders we partner with today.

$1.8B
In Funding

Raised

27
Have Been
Acquired

5
Have Completed
Successful IPOs

3
Have Become

Unicorns
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There’s no fluff here. This is a tactical playbook that outlines the exact step-by-step, 
battle-tested process we’ve used to build and execute Thought Leadership 
Development Programs for hundreds of founders since 2014.

How to Use This Playbook.
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Thought Leadership Marketing isn’t for everyone. Before you decide 
to undertake this approach, ensure you can check these boxes:

A Final Note for Founders Before 
You Read…

You have the money to invest and commit to long-term strategies.
Becoming a thought leader in the minds of your customers is not something that just happens overnight. If 
you have limited capital and need to see an immediate ROI, do not bother with thought leadership. Focus on 
other tactics that generate immediate ROI and come back to Thought Leadership Development when you 
have enough runway to invest in thought leadership without being too stressed about money.

You have a big vision for the future.
Not every company needs a big, bold vision for the future to be successful. A founder looking to build a 
unicorn tech company needs to have an exciting and bold vision to lead the world into. A lifestyle 
entrepreneur running a small web design company doesn’t. 

You are very close to product market fit.
Until you have some certainty about what exactly your product will do and who it will serve, don’t burn 
time and money on Thought Leadership Development. You typically want to wait until you are planning 
your go-to-market strategy. This way, you can ensure your thought leadership strategy supports your 
go-to-market initiatives and objectives.

You have passion, original ideas, and a willingness to learn.
Becoming a thought leader requires you to have genuine passion for what you are doing, because you will 
need to commit a significant amount of time to learning, reflecting, and educating your target customers. 
Becoming a thought leader is never finished. You must consistently dedicate yourself to the process of 
learning, thinking, then teaching. You are taking on the responsibility to help your customers survive and 
thrive in the future.

You really need trust and credibility to reach your next goal.
Trust is important to every business, but the importance of trust and credibility varies depending on the 
product. B2B buyers need to have a deep level of trust in a company that offers products that ask them to 
change a long standing habit, take a risk, or try something new. Will the company deliver what it promises 
and help the buyer succeed?. On the other hand, consumers buying a new zero-waste plastic toothbrush 
don’t need to trust that the founder can lead them into the future because the stakes of the purchase not 
working are low overall. The general rule we use here is that the more expensive your product is, the more 
trust you need.
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For the right founder, thought leadership is one of the most 
impactful strategic initiatives to deploy because it impacts nearly 

every aspect of a business, including sales, marketing, hiring, 
culture, and fundraising. 

Thought Leadership Development is a communications strategy that 
helps companies break through the noise by establishing their position as 
subject matter experts who understand what the future looks like and can 

lead their customers into that future.

It leverages a company’s or founder’s unique perspectives, knowledge, and 
experience, and packages them in a way that builds trust and credibility 

with target customers. 

At the core, Thought Leadership Development is strategic content that is 
actionable, educational, and interesting to target customers. 

This content is then put to work to help establish the company’s or 
founder’s credibility. Credibility leads to more customers paying more 

attention to them, buying into what they are doing, and trusting they can 
lead them into the future.

What is Thought 
Leadership Development?
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https://e61c88871f1fbaa6388d-c1e3bb10b0333d7ff7aa972d61f8c669.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com/DGR_DG061_SURV_B2BBuyers_Jun_2017_Final.pdf

Here’s why thought leadership matters now more than 
ever before. 

Why is Thought Leadership 
Important?

1) There’s more noise than ever. 
In 2020 alone, 22,305 companies raised funding. That’s thousands of new startups battling for the 
attention of journalists, investors, and buyers. Maybe 10 years ago, being a tech company with an 
innovative solution was enough, but today, that story has been told already. To break through, you 
need to find a way to stand out, and that’s what Thought Leadership Development provides. 

2) Buyer behavior has changed.
In addition to being overwhelmed with options, buyers spend more time doing their own research than 
ever. Before engaging with a company, they are already 70% of the way through the buying process. 
Failing to show up with helpful educational resources means you’re missing out on awareness and 
opportunities. 

https://e61c88871f1fbaa6388d-c1e3bb10b0333d7ff7aa972d61f8c669.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com/DGR_DG061_SURV_B2BBuyers_Jun_2017_Final.pdf

3) Everyone is worried and anxious about the future.
The pandemic left everyone with a deep feeling of uncertainty for what the future holds. They are 
more open than ever to new ideas, rethinking their habits, and ready for someone to step up to guide 
them into surviving and thriving in the future. 

4) Trust in technology startups is low.
Over 70% of buyers say that brand trust is more important now than in the past, but the world has 
been fed a lot of bullshit from startups over the years. Companies like Theranos and WeWork have 
damaged the public perception that founders can be implicitly trusted. Buyers have been burned by 
startups that come in with a promise to use technology to transform their business. Not focusing on 
establishing trust is a costly mistake.

5) Building your own audience puts you in control.
As Coinbase CEO Brian Armstrong said in a post about Coinbase’s new initiative, “Every tech 
company should go direct to their audience and become a media company.” When you depend on a 
gatekeeper to access an audience, you are at their mercy. When you build and nurture your own 
audience, you take control of your narrative and message. Thought Leadership Development provides 
you with content to establish that audience. 

Chapter 1
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In the early days of Salesforce, founder Marc Benioff 
broke through the noise with a bold thought 
leadership strategy.

Benioff may have not called it such, but what he was doing 
was Thought Leadership Development.

Broken down, here’s what he did so well:

He gave the brand a purpose from day one. 

He publicly declared “war on software” and positioned Salesforce as an
underdog on a mission to disrupt the status quo. 

He took bold and controversial risks, like holding a fake “anit-software”
protest outside of a competitors conference. 

He led customers into a totally new way to work, creating the category of
cloud software, replacing expensive on-prem software of the time.

He communicated a clear and compelling vision for this new category and
evangelized the benefits it could bring to his customers.

Chapter 1

12



A Visionary Founder’s Guide to Thought Leadership Marketing

What Are the Benefits of Being 
Positioned as a Thought Leader?
After consistently executing a Thought Leadership Development 
Strategy over time, here are some of the outcomes we’ve seen it 
create for founders we’ve worked with.

More of the right 
people will buy 
into your vision, 
believe it can be 
achieved, and 
work to support 
your mission.

Your vision will 
gain more buzz 
and momentum.

Your team and 
those who work 
with you will align 
around
a clearly 
articulated and 
exciting master 
plan for the 
future.

Your brand will 
be propelled by 
a bold mission.

More of the right 
people will know 
who you are, what 
you do, and why 
they should care.

Your
top-of-funnel 
brand awareness 
will grow.

Your brand, 
product, and 
vision will have 
more social proof 
and third-party 
validation. 

Your trust and 
credibility will 
increase. 

You will take 
control of your 
own story and not 
leave it up to 
someone else to 
tell it for you.

You will define 
and proactively 
shape your own 
narrative. 

More journalists, 
investors, 
customers, and 
strategic 
partnerships will 
start coming
to you.

You will have 
more inbound 
opportunities 
come to you.

As your trust and 
credibility grows, 
your words will 
become sought 
after. When you 
speak, people will 
listen. 

Your words will 
have more 
influence. 

You will
have more 
opportunities to 
collaborate with 
others in your 
industry who 
share similar 
beliefs about
the future. 

Your network 
will expand and 
new doors will 
be opened.

Chapter 1
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A common question we hear from founders is, “What’s the difference 
between this and traditional public relations?”

Here’s a simple table we’ve made to highlight some of the key differences:

How is Thought Leadership 
Development Different From Traditional 
Public Relations?

Traditional PR plays the short game while Thought Leadership 
Development plays the long game.

Traditional Public 
Relations

Depends on outbound outreach 
to journalists.

Thought Leadership
Development 

Brings journalists to you by ranking 
on Google for strategic keywords.

Event-driven media outreach — 
contact journalists only when you 

want them to write about 
something you just did (funding 

round, partnership, etc.).

Proactively develops and nurtures 
long-term relationships with 

journalists and editors by making 
you a go-to resource that will help 

them with anything they need.

Lets journalists and customers 
define your narrative.

Proactively takes control of defining 
and controlling the narrative around 

your company.

Assumes you already have enough 
credibility that everyone should 

immediately pay attention to you.

Aims to build credibility by 
showcasing your expertise and 

educating your customers.

Focuses on getting one-time 
access to someone else's 

audience.

Focuses on building an audience 
that you own for years to come 
(building your own email list, 

podcast audience, etc.).

Product-driven stories all about what 
makes you so amazing and special.

Audience-driven stories that add value 
to, inform, and entertain readers.

vs

vs

vs

vs

vs

vs

Chapter 1
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Two Lab-Grown Meat Startups
Fighting For Attention.
To help visualize the difference between Thought Leadership Marketing and traditional 
public relations, put yourself into the shoes of a journalist. You feel underpaid, stressed 
about the future, and every day your inbox receives 100-200 pitches about startups 
who are changing the world.

Your editor has assigned a story on the rise of lab-grown meat and you are looking for a 
startup to be a source and to include in your story. You narrow it down to two options:

Startup A

Total Funding:
$20,000,000

Communications Strategy:
Traditional PR

Founder’s PR firm emails 
journalists talking about how 
revolutionary its product is.

Founder’s PR firm sends out a 
press release every few months 
about the product, funding, etc.

Founders will ONLY take 
opportunities that are “worth 
their time.”

Startup B

Total Funding:
$5,000,000

Communications Strategy:
Thought Leadership Marketing

Founder has a podcast that 
regularly interviews other 
industry experts.

Founder consistently publishes 
insightful and interesting 
content under their name.  

Company blog is full of valuable 
content, exclusive research, and 
reports.

Founder is regularly in touch 
with journalists sharing thoughts 
and offering to be a resource.

EXAMPLE

15
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Which strategy are you using?

Who would you want to reach out to as a source? The bigger company with 
more funding, but very little collateral to showcase their expertise? Or the 
startup that’s smaller with less funding, but that you’ve exchanged emails 

with multiple times? The bigger company that when Googled shows tons of 
ads and self-serving content? Or the startup that has  dozens of articles, 

their own podcast, and self-published research on their industry?

The answer is obvious: You’d go with Startup B.

And every day, journalists, customers, and investors 
are making the same decision to engage with the 

companies who are positioning themselves as the 
leading voices in their industries.

If you were a journalist:
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Thought Leadership is more than just a tactic — it’s an approach and a 
mindset that you can use to impact nearly every part of your company.

It’s all about playing the long game.

Thought leadership impacts nearly every aspect of your business, from
sales to capital raising. 

Thought Leadership Marketing replaces traditional PR (which 99.9% of
founders hate).

TAKEAWAYS
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The Journey Begins with Establishing 
Yourself as an Expert.
Attention is a privilege that you have to earn. Before they will pay attention to you, they 
first need to understand why they should give you the time of day in the first place. The 
best way to do that is to establish yourself as an expert. Once they perceive you as an 
expert, you earn the right for people to pay attention to you and your big ideas for the 
future. 

The more innovative and different your ideas are, the more important it is to have a 
foundation of trust and credibility to build on top of. Over time, as customers become 
more familiar with you and become more conditioned to the message you push, they 
start to buy in and believe in you.

Being a thought leader requires developing an audience of people to lead. 
To do that, you need to capture their attention. Having some venture capital 
and an innovative product isn’t going to make your customers immediately 

drop what they are doing and listen to every word you say.

Your 
perceived 
level of 
subject 
expertise.

Crazyness of your ideas
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Once you reach this level, it becomes far easier to get your innovative ideas for 
the future adopted. People will trust that what you are saying makes sense and 

you are the one who can make it happen.

The Three Levels of Thought 
Leadership.

Levels
of Thought
Leadership

INFLUENCE
Getting your ideas 

to spread.

TRUST
Getting customers to 
believe in your brand.

AWARENESS
Getting your brand 

on the radar.

The first level is all about getting your brand on the radar of your target customers. This 
is all about getting exposure every way possible. 

The second level is all about getting them to believe you can do what you say you can 
do. You do this by repeatedly getting in front of them and establishing a reputation by 
providing useful and actionable insights. 

The third level comes once you’ve succeeded at generating exposure with your target 
audience and have earned their trust. This leads to building a following of people who 
believe in what you are doing. Your words matter, your views and opinions are sought 
after, and when you speak, people pay attention. You have influence. 

There are three levels to establishing thought leadership. 
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21
As we’ve discussed — attention is a right you have to earn. You need to demonstrate 
that you are an expert in the topic and prove to your customers why they should listen 
to you in the first place. 

This is what we call building your depth of expertise, and it can be achieved by 
developing thought leadership assets that showcase your expertise. 

Every piece of content you create, media coverage you secure, and podcast interview 
you do all become assets that support your claim to be an expert. The more depth you 
have, the better.

To establish your position as an expert — and seperate yourself from all the 
others working to do the same — you need to consistently add more value to 

the topics your customers care about than anyone else.

FOUNDER TIP: Say Yes to Every Opportunity. You should seize every opportunity 
you can to generate awareness and should never evaluate an opportunity in an isolated 
way, because you never know what an opportunity will lead to. 

Building Your Depth of Expertise.

Public 
Depth of
Expertise.

Thought
Leadership
Assets.

Topic you want to establish yourself 
as an expert in: Lab-Grown Meat

A Restaurant Owner’s Guide to 
Lab-Grown Meat 

5 Ways Lab-Grown Meat Can Make a 
Restaurant More Profitable [guest post] 

Consumers and Lab-Grown Meat: 7 Things 
to Know in 2022 [guest post] 

Consumer Perceptions of Lab-Grown 
Meat: Insights From 1000 Consumers.

Guest interview on a restaurant industry 
podcast answering common questions 
restaurants have about lab-grown meat 

Building Your Depth of Expertise
Example: Lab-grown meat startup that sells to restaurants.
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We’ve had the opportunity to work with many visionary founders over the past seven 
years. Here’s what we’ve found they have in common when it comes to thought 
leadership.

What Great Thought Leaders Have 
in Common.

12 Traits That All Great Founder Thought Leaders Share:

They are forever curious and dedicate themselves to continuous learning.#1
They are playing the long game. #2
They understand that the best product doesn’t win — the best-positioned 
product does.#3
They are big thinkers driven by a strong sense of purpose.#4
They have a strong point of view (POV) and aren’t afraid to share it.#5
They are able to articulate an exciting vision for the future  that 
others buy into. #6
They are able to translate complex topics into easy-to-understand and 
highly actionable points.#7
They become masters of communicating their message.#8
They aren’t afraid to be controversial and pick a fight for something 
they believe in.#9
They educate their customers and share knowledge to help prepare them for 
the future (without asking for anything in return).#10
They promote ideas and not products. #11
They embrace an advocacy role for their customers.#12
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Why Do Founders Fail at Thought 
Leadership?
We’ve seen a lot of founders over the years who want the benefits of thought 
leadership, but they aren’t willing to put in the work. 

Many factors can cause a Thought Leadership Development strategy to fail. Here are 
the most common reasons we’ve seen over the past seven years.  

12 Reasons Founders Fail at Thought Leadership Marketing:

They aren’t willing to invest the time. #1
They begin before they have any product-market fit. #2
They lack original ideas or thoughts.#3
They don’t have a passion for the topic. #4
They try to establish themselves as experts in topics that are too 
broad or don’t align with what they do. #5
They don’t communicate a clear and exciting vision for the future.#6
They are too afraid to make a stand.#7
They think having a great product is enough to get attention. #8
They are overly promotional. #9
They are looking for instant short-term results. #10
They don’t focus on consistency. #11
They think they are too good for certain opportunities and turn them down. #12
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Becoming a thought leader is a journey with three levels to go through
along the way: awareness, trust, and influence.

The more groundbreaking your ideas are, the more important your
perception as a credible expert becomes. 

You must focus on building your depth of expertise with content that
demonstrates to your customers you know what you are talking about. 

Being a thought leader requires you to take on the responsibility of
leading your customers into the future. 

TAKEAWAYS
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Our Thought Leadership Development Process follows five key steps. In this chapter, 
we’ll walk you through each one-by-one. This is the workbook portion of this playbook!

Our Battle-Tested Five-Step Process.

The Five-Step Process to
Thought Leadership Development.

Identify Your Strategic Topics.#1
Articulate Your Vision for the Future.#2
Develop Thought Leadership Assets.#3
Use Assets to Drive Strategic Visibility.#4
Lead and Engage in Key Conversations.#5

Grab your pen and fill out the tables on page 30, 32, 
and 35 — this is meant to be actionable!
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This step is all about helping you choose the right topics that support your objectives. 
As we’ve already discussed, thought leadership begins by establishing yourself as an 
expert for carefully chosen topics.

Step 1: Identify Your Four Strategic Topics.

Your
Strategic

Topic

Topic
you have
passion

for

Topic that
aligns with
your value

prop

Topic that is
interesting to

your target
customers

How to Think About Strategic Topics

The goal of your Thought Leadership Marketing should be to make sure that when your 
customer searches for a topic, they find your blog posts, ebooks, media articles, podcast 
interviews, and guest posts that showcase your expertise and demonstrate to them that you 
know what you’re talking about. Over time, there should be no doubt that you are the 
definitive expert for these topics.

Your goal is to add more value to these topics than anyone else.

Objective: Identify the four most important topics in which you want to establish 
yourself as an expert.

Step #1
Identify
strategic
topics.

Step #2
Develop 
future of 
vision.

Step #3
Create 
thought 
leadership 
assets.

Step #4
Drive 
strategic 
visibility.

Step #5
Stay top of 
mind.

27
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Client Example:
For our client Raydiant, one of their target strategic topics was “consumer behavior.” 
This was a good strategic topic because it’s exactly what their customers (retailers) are 
actively thinking about. 

When a potential customer or journalist searches for “state of consumer behavior,” two 
consumer surveys we conducted (one in 2020 and one in 2021) come up, along with a 
piece of guest content from their CEO that was published on Forbes. 

This is the perfect example of contributing unique ideas to a topic that customers are 
interested in and using it as a way to generate top of funnel awareness. 

FOUNDER TIP: Inbound PR is the Future of PR. Journalists are just like buyers. They do 
their research online before engaging. Let your competitors spam the inboxes of journalists 
while you focus on getting your content to rank for targeted keywords that will bring a 
consistent flow of opportunity to you over the long term. Inbound PR is the future of PR.

Raydiant
Thought
Leadership
Assets

Chapter 3
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We are experts in:

the future of lab-grown meat.

We are experts in:

the trend of consumers giving up meat.

We are experts in:

the environmental impact of meat.

We are experts in:

 how restaurants can sell and market lab-grown meat to guests.

Topics to Establish Expertise In

Expert
Topic #1:
Vision

Expert
Topic #2:
Trend

Expert
Topic #3:
Advocacy

Expert
Topic #4:
Discipline

Strategic Topics Example.
Continuing with our example of a made-up lab-grown meat startup that sells its 
products directly to restaurants, here’s what this could look like:

When an investor is wondering about the future of meat — everywhere they look, they come 
across your thought leadership assets.

When a journalist is writing about the trend of consumers giving up meat, everywhere they 
look, they come across your thought leadership assets. 

When an employee is looking to join a company that has a purpose they believe in, 
everywhere they look, they find your thought leadership assets. 

When a restaurant is looking for ways to bring lab-grown meat into their restaurants, 
everywhere they look, they find your thought leadership assets that show them everything 
they need to know about bringing it to their restaurant.

Now imagine if this was your startup and your customers viewed you as an
expert in these topics.

This is the power of strategically-aligned Thought Leadership Marketing.
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You are building the future of ... what?#1

What industry/industries are you part of?#2

What is the most relevant existing market 
category/categories that you fit into?#3

If customers are searching for a solution to their 
problem, what would they search for (keywords, 
phrases, etc.)?

#4

What problems do you want to be known for 
solving?#5

What are the key activities that your solution 
helps people perform?#6

What is the discipline your customers practice 
or skill they must learn?#7

What do your customers want to achieve, and 
how can you get them there?#8

What is the most misunderstood topic in your 
industry?#9

What do you wish people in your industry 
knew more about?#10

What "superpower" or specialized 
knowledge do you have that you can share?#11

What are some trends you see in your 
industry that you want to fix or call out?#12

Strategic Topic Questions to Ask.
To guide your thinking, ask yourself these questions below and list all the possible 
answers worth considering.

WORKBOOK
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Your topics can typically be divided
into the following groups:

Strategic Topic Questions to Ask

Vision

Topic Type Summary Example B2B 
Lab-Grown Meat Startup

Topic focused on the future of what your customers 
are most interested in.

Future of lab-grown meat. 

Problem Topic focused on the high-level problem you solve 
for customers.

Meat is bad for you, bad for 
the environment.

Market
Category

Topic focused on the market category that is most 
relevant to you.

Lab-grown meat.

Trends
Topic focused on the trend that makes what you do 
the most relevant and critical TODAY to customers.

Consumers giving up 
meat.

Activity Topic that describes the key activity you help 
customers perform.

Selling lab-grown meat 
products to customers.

Real-Time Topic focused on real-time events that your 
customers see over and over again. Studies about meat.

Skill Topic focused on developing a new skill set or 
discipline.

Cooking with lab-grown 
meat.

Advocacy Topic  focused on something you will take a stand 
for or against.

Lab-grown meat can save 
the planet.

Feature
Topic focused on educating and convincing others 
of the benefits of a key feature your product or 
service solves.

Your unique approach to 
developing lab-grown 
meat.

Question Topic focused on the core question your customers 
are thinking about and asking themselves.

Is meat hurting the 
environment?
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We are experts in:
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________.

We are experts in:
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________.

We are experts in:
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________.

We are experts in:
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________.

Topics to Establish Expertise In

Expert
Topic #1:
Topic

Expert
Topic #2:
Topic

Expert
Topic #3:
Topic

Expert
Topic #4:
Topic

Selecting Your Four Strategic Topics.
Go through your answers on page 30, then identify and write down the four most 
important topics you want to begin with.

WORKBOOK
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The story you tell about your vision for the future can make or break your startup.

Founders who master telling their story are the founders who win their markets, 
transform their industries, and build wildly successful startups.  Their well-crafted and 
clearly-articulated story propels their startup and helps attract more investors, talent, 
partners, and customers.

Yet while most founders tend to have a lot of ideas about the future they want to build, 
they often fail to translate their ideas into a clear and compelling narrative that gets 
investors, customers, and talent excited and bought in.

This step of our Thought Leadership Development Process will help get clear on your 
story so you can stand out and break through the noise. It will help you get clarity on 
your vision for the future by asking strategic questions that will help you to think like a 
visionary founder on a mission to transform their industry.

Step 2: Develop Your Future POV.

Best Practices for This Step:

Objective: Distill your vision for the future into a compelling narrative with clear talking 
points that are unique, interesting, and align with what you do.

Step #1
Identify
strategic
topics.

Step #2
Develop 
future of 
vision.

Step #3
Create 
thought 
leadership 
assets.

Step #4
Drive 
strategic 
visibility.

Step #5
Stay top of 
mind.

Focus on unique views and perspectives that haven’t already been said. Don’t just 
regurgitate what others are already saying.

Collaborate with your team, peers, and customers.

Take time to reflect and think.

Focus hard on your target customer.

Chapter 3
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How to Think Like a Thought Leader.
Success with Thought Leadership Marketing requires you to develop a new way of 
thinking.

You need to step away from your product and step into the idea that you have a 
specific audience of people who need your help. You are going to take everything you 
have in your head and put it down on paper to help them.

6 Ways to Think Like a Thought Leader

Be bold.#1
Deeply understand your customer’s pain. #2
Empathize with your customers.#3
Educate your customers, don’t sell them. #4
Think about the non-obvious.#5
Look into the future.#6

FOUNDER TIP:  It’s Okay to Not Know. It’s 100% okay not to have these ideas clear 
right off the bat. To help spark ideas, begin by searching about the topics you identified 
for your Four Strategic Topics in Step One. Consume all the existing resources on the 
topic. This will help you understand what others are saying and help you develop and 
refine your own unique perspective.
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What injustice are you fighting? #1
What big tangible objective will you 
aim to achieve in the next five 
years?#2
What big tangible objective will you 
aim to achieve in the next 5 years?#3
Why is your team the one that will 
make this happen?#4
What motivates you and your team 
to make that happen?#5
Five years from now, what will the 
world look like once your product 
has been widely adopted?#6

Strategic Conversation Questions to Ask.
To guide your thinking, answer these key questions to clarify your vision for the future 
you're building:

WORKBOOK

Developing Your POV for the Future

After you answer these questions, we recommend writing a 500–700 word 
article published under your name that plays all this information out in a 

clear and exciting way. 
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AccessiBe.

This is one of our favorite examples of a powerful and well-communicated vision for the 
future. 

AccessiBe starts with a clear, tangible, and bold goal: “Our vision is to make the entire 
internet fully accessible to people with disabilities by 2025. By using automation rather 
than labor, the notion of a fully accessible internet (hundreds of millions of active 
websites and over 1.5 Billion in total) is for the first time ever a practical, attainable 
reality and not just a distant dream.” 

From there, they describe in detail how they will do it, demonstrate how well they 
understand the problem, and outline how it should be solved, before ending with 
powerful videos of happy customers they’ve worked with. 

EXAMPLE

Demonstrates deep knowledge of the problem.

Tells a compelling story.

Focuses on a tangible number.

Paints an exciting picture of what the world will look like when your solution has been adopted.

Keys to a Great POV:
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With your vision for the future clear, now it's time to begin creating high-quality content that 
will position you as an expert and lay the groundwork for you to become recognized as an 
industry thought leader over time. 

High-quality content — like educational op-eds on targeted outlets, original research reports, 
or tactical guides  — is the core pillar of your entire Thought Leadership Development 
strategy. Good strategic content is the key to unlocking opportunities to reach more people 
and spread your awareness. 

In a world where journalists prefer to do their own research over being cold emailed by one of 
the 50,000+ startups out there, content is how you get discovered and found.  

As you go through this process, don’t think of this as simply “creating some content.” You are 
investing in and building long-term assets that will help you raise awareness, increase trust, 
and establish credibility with your target customers.

Step 3: 
Develop Thought Leadership Assets.

Write your content from the lens of your Future of POV (previous chapter page 33).

Get clear on the exact target audience, then speak your audience's language. 

Determine what exactly each piece should make someone do.

Tell a story that draws them in and makes them relate, empathize, or get passionate about the problem presented.

Have a clear thesis statement that tells your audience exactly what you want them to know.

Use data and statistics from trustworthy sources to support your claims (especially early on), and cite your sources.

Focus on teaching, not selling.

Be interesting and teach people something they don’t already know.

Best Practices for Creating Thought Leadership Content:

Objective: Create a library of content that will serve as a foundation for your entire Thought 
Leadership Marketing Strategy.

Step #1
Identify
strategic
topics.

Step #2
Develop 
future of 
vision.

Step #3
Create 
thought 
leadership 
assets.

Step #4
Drive 
strategic 
visibility.

Step #5
Stay top of 
mind.
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EXAMPLE

For our client Hallo, we set out to establish the CEO as an expert on the lack of Black 
founders receiving funding. Every quarter for the past year, we’ve published a “Black 
Founder Funding Report” that collects all the venture capital funding data, analyzes the 
numbers, then puts the findings in context. Here’s how that went down: 

Three months later, WIRED sees the blog while 
doing research and sends this to Hallo’s CEO: 

FOUNDER TIP: Play the Long Game With Inbound. This WIRED opportunity didn’t come 
until over three months after the research was published. When you release a piece of content, 
don’t get too focused on the immediate impact. Instead, strategize and plan around how you 
can develop the content into an asset that will bring value over an extended period of time. 

Report released on their blog. 

1

WIRED interviews him, then writes an article 
titled “Yet Another Year of Venture Capital Being 
Really White" citing the research and featuring 
him throughout the article.

3

2
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It doesn’t teach them anything 
new and is unhelpful.

Good Thought 
Leadership Content

Bad Thought 
Leadership Content

It makes them think and teaches 
them something new.

It lacks original insight and ideas. It contains interesting or fresh 
insight and ideas.

It’s written for too broad of an 
audience.

It’s written for a highly-specific 
audience.

It doesn’t ask them to do anything.
Its entire purpose is to get people to do 

something/take some action (think about 
something, try something new, etc.).

It uses complicated language or 
jargon.

It’s written in an easy-to-understand 
way with simple terms.

It lacks a controlling idea. It contains a clear thesis statement.

It tries to make a hard product sell. It sells people on ideas, concepts, and 
solutions, not products.

vs

vs

vs

vs

vs

vs

vs

What Makes Good Thought 
Leadership Content?

0 - 100%
parameter

27% The Risk of Bad Thought Leadership Content

Of Decision-Makers say that reading bad thought 
leadership content has directly led them not to award 
business to an organization.

Source
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Types of Thought Leadership Assets 
to Develop.
If we were to list every single type of thought leadership asset that existed, we’d add 
another 100 pages to this guide. Here, we’ll cover the four most important types of 
content to begin with. 

Evergreen. Tactical Guides.

Resource Centers. Benchmark Studies.
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Thought Leadership Asset Type 1: 
Educational Evergreen Content.
Overview: Create content that educates your customers about your core topic.
 
Client Example: One of OpsCompass’s topics is Security Posture Management (CSPM) 
— their market category. Through a series of content, we’ve shared their founders' 
insights on best practices, challenges, and other actionable tips. This educational, 
non-promotional content was then pitched and placed at targeted outlets read by their 
target customers. 
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Thought Leadership Asset Type 2: 
Tactical Guides.
Overview: Create a long-form guide that shares with your target audience best 
practices, challenges, and actionable insights they can use to better understand the 
topic.

Client Example: Raydiant is creating the category of In-Location Experience 
Management. To support these efforts, we created and published long form guides for 
each of their core verticals. These guides covered everything readers would want to 
know about the new category.
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Thought Leadership Asset Type 3: 
Resource Centers.
Overview: Create a 101 resource center that covers everything your audience needs to 
know about the topic. 

Client Example: When the HIVE Blockchain went public in 2018, investors had a hard 
time understanding what they did. So, after speaking with several of their investors, 
we took note of the top questions we heard them ask about their industry and built a 
resource center that answered 30+ questions that investors had about their market. 
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Thought Leadership Asset Type 4: 
Benchmark Reports.
Overview: Conduct surveys to identify unique and interesting findings that are 
relevant to your customers.

Client Example: After WordProof won 1 million euros from the EU for their solution to 
combat misinformation, we were brought on to help establish the founders’ thought 
leadership. To support these efforts, we conducted a major study on the state of 
misinformation online. In total, we surveyed more than 5,000 consumers, then 
produced reports that analyzed the findings. These are reports that can be repeated 
year after year to measure the progress. 
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Awareness: Thought leadership drives top-of-funnel awareness to your brand by 
inserting your ideas into the conversations that your target customers are having and 
ranking on Google for organic keywords and phrases. This makes you more 
discoverable. 

Consideration: Thought leadership indirectly highlights your core features and value 
prop by discussing them with your customers in an educational and non-promotional 
way. 

Decision: Thought leadership helps build more trust with your customers through 
third-party validation — social proof that demonstrates you are a credible expert they 
trust to deliver more than your competitors. 

Retention: Thought leadership demonstrates to your existing customers that you have 
your pulse on where your market is heading, shows you can help them prepare for the 
future, and gives you a reason to be in touch on an on-going basis. 

R E T E N T I O N

A W A R E N E S S

C O N S I D E R A T I O N

D E S I C I O N

How Does Thought Leadership 
Impact Different Stages of the 
Marketing Funnel?
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Objective: Use the content you’ve developed to create opportunities to speak with 
journalists, be a guest on podcasts, and to educate your target customers.

Now that you’ve taken the time to invest in developing high-quality thought leadership 
assets, we move onto the next step: getting the assets seen by as many of the right 
people as possible. 

When it comes to getting the most value out of Thought Leadership Marketing efforts, 
this is where we see companies most often fail. They put in the time to create the 
content, but once it gets published, they do very little to leverage it.  

This step will walk you through the best practices we follow in order to get the most ROI 
possible out of each thought leadership asset we develop.

On your website, you will want to have a dedicated section to house all your thought leadership 
content, media interviews, and podcast interviews. We recommend having a page titled 
“Insights” or similar. This is where you can post all of the links.

Step 4: Distribute Assets to Drive
Strategic Visibility.

Step #1
Identify
strategic
topics.

Step #2
Develop 
future of 
vision.

Step #3
Create 
thought 
leadership 
assets.

Step #4
Drive 
strategic 
visibility.

Step #5
Stay top of 
mind.

Use your content as a way to shape your pitch/narrative.

Use your content as a way to show journalists and podcast hosts what makes you unique and 
why they should want to speak with you.

In the early days of your Thought Leadership Marketing Program, you will need to rely 
heavier on owned media. Then you can work your way up to more and more earned media.

Best Practices for Leveraging Thought Leadership Content:

Where Thought Leadership Lives.

46



A Visionary Founder’s Guide to Thought Leadership Marketing

Chapter 3 47
Thought Leadership Asset Distribution 
Checklist: 

Employee Activation.
Share with your entire team and ask them to share the content across their professional social 
networks. Also, share with any relevant customers or partners. 

Distribute Across Social Media.
Create a plan to integrate posting the asset in di�erent ways, switching up the visuals and 
text to avoid being too repetitive. 

Host a Webinar.
Hold a webinar dedicated to exploring the thought leadership asset in more depth. Ideally 
you’ll want to include three to four external experts, industry thought leaders, and/or 
customers here to increase your reach and add more credibility to the content. 

Leverage to Get Booked on Podcasts.
Reach out to podcasts and ask if you can be a guest. Share the thought leadership assets 
upfront to let them know what you want to discuss.

Share with Journalists.
Reach out to journalists with highly personalized emails and share your thought leadership 
asset with them as a conversation starter. 

Target With LinkedIn Ads.
Hand-build a list of at least 350 potential customers to reach, then push the thought 
leadership assets into their LinkedIn feeds with contact-based targeting.

Retarget Your Web Visitors .
After someone visits your website, retarget them with ads that push them to the thought 
leadership assets.
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A Tail of Two Pitches.
Imagine again you are a journalist. Every day, your inbox is full of pitches. Which of 
these two startups would you be most likely to respond to? And most importantly, 
which would you be the most likely to remember next when you are writing about 
lab-grown meat? 

If you were a journalist, which would you engage with? James who just wants to talk 
about himself or Jennifer who demonstrated she knows what she’s talking about 
with a unique piece of content (survey of 10,000 consumers) and has offered you 
a non-promotional story to consider?

EXAMPLE

Startup A

Hi (first name) —

My company just launched a new 
type of lab-grown meat unlike 
anything the industry has ever seen.  

We are two Stanford grads, have $6m 
in venture capital from leading VCs, 
and have an ex-Google executive on 
our board.

Here’s a new release about our new 
meat and I've also attached our press 
kit.

Please let me know if you’d like to do 
an interview. I’m free next week.

James

Startup B

Hey (first name) —

How concerned is the average 
American about the impact meat 
production has on the planet?

We wanted to find out, so we 
partnered with (XYZ research firm) 
and surveyed 10,000 consumers.

You can find an ungated copy of the 
report here: Consumer Perceptions 
of Meat 2021.

I am spending a lot of time working to 
solve this problem.

If you’d like to use any of this data or 
need a resource for anything related 
to this,  just let me know and I am 
available.

Jennifer

The answer is obvious.

48



A Visionary Founder’s Guide to Thought Leadership Marketing

Chapter 3

Objective: Consistently stay active in the ongoing topics your customers are talking 
about so you can become and maintain top of mind for your targeted topics. 

Your initial round of thought leadership assets you created in Step 3 serve as a 
foundation to build up your awareness and trust. Now, to reach the next level where 
your words have true influence, you need to consistently show up for the right topic at 
the right time, over and over again. 

The more you show up, the more familiar and trustworthy you become and the more 
likely customers are to engage with you. That’s what this step is all about.

Step 5: Lead and Engage in Key
Conversations.

Step #1
Identify
strategic
topics.

Step #2
Develop 
future of 
vision.

Step #3
Create 
thought 
leadership 
assets.

Step #4
Drive 
strategic 
visibility.

Step #5
Stay top of 
mind.

Best Practices for Leveraging Thought Leadership Content:

Consistently show up and contribute your perspective and views on the major conversations 
that unfold in your industry.

Provide interesting takes on current events that help your customers navigate events happening 
in real-time.

You are never done and must always work to continue to lead and contribute.

Adopt the mindset that you are a guide responsible for the future success of your customers.

Never stop learning and growing.

Set up Google alerts for select keywords to stay up-to-date on the most relevant things 
happening in your space. 

Regularly speak with customers to understand the conversations they are most interested in 
and concerned about. 

Take an offensive position and don’t let your competitors help your customers. 
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Comment on Current Events

Create content that helps customers make sense of relevant news, 
changes, and trends taking place in your industry.

Host a Podcast

Host your own podcast where you interview other existing thought leaders 
and other industry experts to discuss the topic in depth.

Publish Open Letters

Release an open letter calling for change and taking a stand of some kind 
for something you believe in.

Form an Industry Association

Launch your own industry association that brings together others in your 
industry and creates a place for a community to be developed.

Launch a Media Site

Launch your own niche media site that takes a journalistic approach to creating 
interesting content for your target audience.

5 Ways to Become
(and Stay) Top of Mind.
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The ROI of Thought Leadership.
After practicing Thought Leadership Marketing for seven years, the topic of ROI has 
come up a lot.

Getting ROI is important, but when it comes to measuring the direct ROI of Thought 
Leadership Marketing, it’s nearly impossible.

This is one of the reasons why we advise not to launch a Thought Leadership 
Marketing Strategy until you have enough capital to play the long game.

For example, say you meet with a new investor and they start doing their research on 
you. They read your blogs and listen to podcast interviews you’ve done. It’s clear to 
them you are an expert, and from consuming this content, they get more clarity on 
what makes you unique. A few weeks or months later, they decide to invest in your 
Series A. 

Can you directly attribute this investment money to the content created? Not as easily 
as you could connect a Facebook ad to a sale. But was it not valuable? Did something 
you said on one podcast lead to the investor’s “a-ha” moment? Did they use the 
content to check the box on whether you know what you are talking about?  

Investors follow the same complex journey that modern buyers do. There’s multiple 
steps and many people involved, and they have access to validate information you tell 
them. 

This is why Thought Leadership Development is tricky to measure. The real question 
is, What’s the ROI of trust to your brand? Trust is what you get from thought leadership, 
and trust is what can be used to accelerate nearly every aspect of your business. 

With that said, you need to understand what’s working and what’s not so you can 
improve. Here’s what we recommend evaluating every six months.
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Thought Leadership Development 
Six Month Review.

Strategic Review

What topics were the most effective?#1
What topics were the least effective?#2
What tactics generated the most results?#3
What tactics generated the least results?#4

Outcome Review

Did our efforts help get more doors opened?#1
Did our efforts bring in more inbound opportunities?#2
Did we hear people say “I’ve heard of you guys” because of our 
efforts?#3
 Did any customers mention our efforts?#4
Did any investors mention our efforts?#3
Did any partners mention our efforts?#4
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FOUNDER TIP: Be Careful Who You Listen To. Time and time again we see founders 
have their thought leadership efforts ruined by one of their team members. Typically this 
person is new, and while they have good intentions, they don’t understand the full 
picture of thought leadership because they are only evaluating efforts through the lens 
of their own role. For example, a Director of Marketing will evaluate immediate results 
like traffic because that’s what they are accountable for. What that marketing employee 
may not understand is the impact that thought leadership efforts have on things like 
your fundraising efforts. 

Before you allow yourself to be led down the wrong path by a well-intentioned 
employee, make sure you aren’t being guided by someone who doesn’t understand the 
full 360° view of the impact these efforts can have on your entire company vision.

What Are the Most Common 
Thought Leadership Development 
Challenges Founders Face?
From working with founders these past seven years, we’ve identified the six most 
common challenges they face in planning and executing their Thought Leader-
ship Marketing strategies. 

6 Common Challenges of
Thought Leadership Marketing 

Not choosing the right topics in which to establish thought 
leadership.#1
Trying to sell instead of educating the audience.#2
Losing sight of the long game. #3
Coming up with original ideas.#4
Consistently creating quality content.#5
Aligning their efforts with other business objectives.#6
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What Are the Top Thought 
Leadership Marketing Best 
Practices?
Every 90 days for the past seven years, our team has sat down and reviewed every 
client's strategy to reflect on what worked, what didn’t, and what we can do to improve 
for future clients. From these reviews, we’ve distilled nine principles that we believe 
are the key to succeeding at Thought Leadership Development. Here they are.

#2 Declare war on 
the problem you 
solve.

#4
Use founder-written 
content as the 
foundation of all 
your efforts. 

#6 Consistently 
make your name 
top of mind. 

#1 Be bold.

#3 Choose 
strategic 
topics wisely. 

#5
Be a guide who 
can lead your 
customers into 
the future. 

Become an 
advocate for your 
customers.#7

#8 Focus on your 
depth of 
expertise. 

#9
Align with trusted 
industry leaders 
outside of your 
company.

9 Principles of Effective
Thought Leadership Marketing
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Now is the time to invest in    Thought Leadership Development.

It’s hard to change the status quo, but that’s exactly what the best companies do. 

The world is more connected than ever. This new environment has created a unique 
opportunity for bold, visionary founders to step up and lead their customers into the 
future. 

People crave useful insights from experts who can help solve their problems, navigate 
uncertainty, and prepare them to capitalize on new opportunities that will emerge. 

They are looking for leaders they can trust who will step up and take them into the 
future. This is the opportunity that you have right now. 

Think carefully about what you do next. Otherwise, the conversation around the future 
of your industry will be owned by someone else. 

Whether it’s a direct competitor, indirect competitor, or another industry expert, 
someone will recognize this opportunity. Make sure that someone is you.

It’s Time for Visionary 
Founders  to Step Up and Lead



We are a Strategic Communications & Advisory Firm that helps 
visionary founders establish credibility and increase awareness so 

they can break through the noise and transform their industry. 

Since we launched in 2014, the founders who have implemented 
our thought leadership marketing programs have gone on to 

achieve the following:

About Front Lines Media.

www.FrontLines.io Strategy@FrontLines.io 

G E T  I N  T O U C H

$1.8B
In Funding

Raised

27
Have Been
Acquired

5
Have Completed
Successful IPOs

3
Have Become

Unicorns





www.frontlines.io

We’ll Tell
You build the future.

EVERYONE.


