THE VALUE OF B2B THOUGHT LEADERSHIP SURVEY 2020

BOOM! SHAKE-SHAKESHAKE THE ZOOM
TIME FOR A RESET WITH THE PROFESSIONAL ADVISOR AT ITS HEART

Welcome
Welcome to the third edition of Grist’s bi-annual Value of B2B Thought Leadership Survey. First
launched in 2016 and repeated in 2018, this edition marks our most extensive global research
programme yet.
We track the C-suite’s attitudes and preferences about thought leadership: why they consume it,
the qualities they value, the formats they prefer, whose views they seek, the sources they use and
the actions they take when thought leadership hits the mark.
For this edition we’ve surveyed over 500 senior executives at enterprise-level organisations in the
US, Europe and Asia Pacific. As you’d expect there are some fascinating findings: both longer-term
trends we’ve been witnessing over the last four years, as well as more abrupt changes in response
to the disruptive challenges over the last year.
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Key findings
The role of advisors is growing fast

Timeframes are shortening

Tailoring content is now essential

• Covid-19 has radically altered the business landscape.
Now more than ever before, senior executives need
practical support and they’re turning to advisors to help
them make better decisions, as they make sense of the
new world.

• Thought leadership has traditionally focused on
megatrends and horizon-scanning. But the attention
of the C-suite has now shifted to the near term.

• Senior executives want thought leadership tailored
to their needs and in particular they want it tailored to
their sector: given the choice, some 71% prefer a
sector focus to pan-sector coverage (29%).

• Almost all the senior executives we surveyed (91%) say
that thought leadership is either critical or important to
their decision-making when appointing an advisor.
• Back in 2018, when thought leadership hit the mark,
senior executives were typically motivated to dig deeper
and review additional content. But now they need to take
swift and decisive action. They immediately review the
sector specialisms, service offerings and capabilities
of the professional services firm that are creating the
thought leadership.
• Thought leadership can do the hard work of attracting
the C-suite, but unless you close the loop that
opportunity might go to waste.

Grist The value of B2B thought leadership survey 2020

• Almost one third (29%) are primarily concerned with
getting through the crisis over the next three months
and nearly half (49%) are focused on how their
organisations should respond over the next 3-12 months
as we emerge from the long shadow of Covid-19.
• These changing priorities are disrupting the annual
marcoms planning cycle and necessitating a
fundamental shift in how we create and disseminate
thought leadership.
• Marketing leaders are reflecting on how long it takes to
produce thought leadership and how long it remains
relevant. Publish thought leadership when it’s relevant,
not when it’s ready.

• But in each case, over 50% also want it tailored to
their job role, company size and/or region. This has
massive implications for how we plan and personalise
thought leadership.
• How they consume thought leadership is also changing
in the age of Zoom. Without face-to-face events, the
C-suite are looking for personal and engaging formats,
such as videos, presentations and online events. But
it’s not a simple case of choosing what’s most popular;
formats and channels are increasingly blurred.
• So when you’re planning a thought leadership campaign,
you should understand why each group consumes
thought leadership, the qualities they value, the formats
they prefer, whose views they seek, the sources they
use and the actions they take when thought leadership
hits the mark. One-size-fits-all won’t work.
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SECTOR

October 2020 online survey of 525 senior
decision-makers aged 25+ at global
organisations across multiple sectors.

LOCATION

Methodology

10% CONSUMER GOODS & RETAIL

FRANCE
10%
UK
GERMANY
19%
10%

10% TECHNOLOGY

KOREA
5%

US
19%

10% MANUFACTURING

SPAIN
10%

10% BANKING

ITALY
10%

JAPAN
5%

HONG KONG
5%

10% INSURANCE
10% ENERGY & UTILITIES
MALAYSIA
5%

10% AUTOMOTIVE
10% HEALTHCARE & LIFE SCIENCE

AUSTRALIA
5%

10% LEGAL

65+
1%

25-34
21%

GENDER

55-64
15%

ROLE

AGE

10% TELECOMS

24%

CTO/CIO/
IT DIRECTOR

45-54
26%

35-44
38%
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19%

CRO/
HEAD OF RISK

19%

GC/HEAD
OF LEGAL/
IN-HOUSE
COUNSEL

19%

CFO/
HEAD OF
FINANCE/
FINANCE
DIRECTOR

MALE
50%

19%

CMO/CDO/
HEAD OF
MARKETING/
DIGITAL,
MARKETING
DIRECTOR

50%
FEMALE
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SECTION 1.

WHAT THE C-SUITE WANT
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We’ve seen a strong and growing understanding across our
organisation – including within the senior management team
– of the importance of thought leadership as an essential
component of the firm’s overall value proposition. Clients today
are looking to us to do more than simply manage their money.
Providing them with compelling, tailored and actionable
thought leadership content is increasingly a critical element
of the relationship.
Kevin Lyman, Director, Global Investment Initiatives, Invesco Ltd
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1.1

The importance of thought leadership

Senior executives are reading more
thought leadership now than they did
before the crisis. Nearly half (45%) are
reading either a lot more or a little more.
And almost all the senior executives we
surveyed (91%) believe that thought leadership
is either critical or important to their
decision-making when appointing an advisor.
Not producing thought leadership simply
isn’t an option anymore. You need to
think about how you can make your
thought leadership distinctive, better and
more helpful.

Q: How has your thought leadership consumption changed since the pandemic?

19%

26%

28%

I CONSUME A
LOT MORE NOW THAN
PREVIOUSLY

I CONSUME A
LITTLE MORE NOW
THAN PREVIOUSLY

I CONSUME ABOUT
THE SAME AMOUNT
AS PREVIOUSLY

15%

12%

I CONSUME A
LITTLE LESS NOW
THAN PREVIOUSLY

I CONSUME
MUCH LESS NOW
THAN PREVIOUSLY

Q: How important is thought leadership when assessing the suitability of a new advisor?

51%

40%

9%
NOT
IMPORTANT

Grist The value of B2B thought leadership survey 2020

IMPORTANT BUT NOT
CRITICAL IN OUR
DECISION-MAKING

CRITICAL IN OUR
DECISION-MAKING
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1.2

Reasons to consume thought leadership

Senior executives consume thought
leadership to make better decisions, to
help evaluate the expertise and insight
of potential advisors and to understand
best practice.

Q: Why do you consume thought leadership? (Top 3 choices)

This is a marked contrast to back in 2018
when the top three reasons were to give
them the edge over competitors, to keep
them informed of emerging trends and to
enable them to make better decisions.

31%

This is a pivotal shift from essentially
keeping abreast of trends, to seeking
specific help with decision-making and
best practice. And the C-suite are leaning
on external support for this expertise.
The role of the advisor has grown in
importance to fulfil this need. Almost
two-thirds (60%) of respondents now
prioritise the use of thought leadership
to evaluate the expertise of advisors.
This has been a growing trend from
only 36% in 2016.

46

%

65%

ENABLE BETTER
DECISION-MAKING

60%

EVALUATE THE
EXPERTISE
OF POTENTIAL
ADVISORS

57

GAIN A
COMPETITIVE
EDGE

%

41

%

KEEP INFORMED
OF EMERGING
TRENDS

ANSWER
MY MOST
PRESSING
QUESTIONS

UNDERSTAND
BEST PRACTICE

2018 TOP THREE
1 GAIN A COMPETITIVE EDGE
2 KEEP INFORMED OF
EMERGING TRENDS
3 ENABLE BETTER
DECISION-MAKING

Great thought leadership should help senior
executives shape their thinking and make
better decisions. Only when we have done
that successfully will we be able to position
ourselves as strategic partners.
Michael Reeves, Leader, digital content,
global brand & marketing, EY
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1.3

Time frames are changing

Thought leadership has traditionally focused
on megatrends and horizon-scanning 3, 5,
10 or even 20 years into the future. But the
attention of the C-suite has now shifted to
the near term. Almost one third (29%) are
primarily concerned with getting through
the crisis over the next three months.
But nearly half (49%) want to manage
the next three to 12 months and are
concerned with how their organisations
should respond as we emerge for the
long shadow of Covid-19.
These changing priorities are disrupting
the annual marcoms planning cycle and
necessitating a fundamental shift in
thought leadership creation. Marketing
leaders are reflecting on how long it takes
to produce thought leadership and how
long it remains relevant. The mantra is
now: publish thought leadership when
it’s relevant, not when it’s ready.

Q: What time period are you concerned with?

NEXT 3
MONTHS

NEXT 3-12
MONTHS

NEXT 1-2
YEARS

2 YEARS AND
BEYOND

29%

49%

16%

16%

NOW

3 MONTHS

YEAR 1

YEAR 2

YEAR 3

We were initially inundated with requests to
produce content responding to the pandemic, but
we paused to develop a thoughtful framing that
would have real lasting value for our clients.
We’re still using those early frameworks now,
which helps clients balance managing short-term
issues with positioning themselves competitively
for the next normal.
Lucia Rahilly, Global editorial director,
McKinsey & Company
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1.4

Most valued qualities of thought leadership

The most valued qualities in thought
leadership today are forward thinking,
action-oriented and fresh thinking.
Back in 2018 the top three qualities
were robust data, fresh thinking and
opinionated commentary.
Thought leadership needs to be
future-oriented, albeit on shorter
timescales. And fresh thinking is still
at its core – otherwise it simply isn’t
thought leadership. But more than
ever it also needs to be action-oriented,
helping the C-suite to make more
informed decisions right now.
Historical trends data is no longer
enough – everyone is all too aware
of the largely unpredicted seismic
shifts of 2020. Research created before
the pandemic hit may no longer be
relevant. This shift in the C-suites views
also has massive implications for
thought leadership production.

Q: What qualities are most useful in thought leadership? (Top 3 choices)
FORWARD-THINKING:
analysing important future issues
ACTION-ORIENTED:
helping make more informed decisions
FRESH THINKING:
exploring new/different perspectives
OPINIONATED:
genuine insight + informed opinion
AUTHENTIC:
existing expertise put into practice
CONVENIENT FORMAT:
available where, when and how you want
EVIDENCE-LED:
showcasing how others have tackled the problem
COMMERCIALLY-LED:
identifying new opportunities
COLLABORATIVE:
authors have collaborated with your peers
HARD-HITTING:
well-presented clear and simple facts
ATTRACTIVE FORMAT:
good presentation
ENGAGING:
good storytelling
ROBUST DATA:
from a reliable source

Grist The value of B2B thought leadership survey 2020

35%
32%
32%
28%
28%
23%
22%
19%
19%
18%
17%
14%
13%

2018 TOP THREE
1 ROBUST DATA
2 FRESH THINKING
3 OPINIONATED

What senior executives need from
thought leadership now is different
to what they needed 12 months ago,
because their fundamental needs
are different. They want tangible
help in the here and now.
Rebecca Scully, Head of communications,
Gowling WLG
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Sector-specific thought leadership has always been important,
but Covid-19 really amplified that importance, as no two
sectors were affected the same way. We undertook to produce
a series of 24 sector-specific reports, each with topical
insights and data on a situation that was evolving all the time, in
different ways, for sectors from aerospace, energy and
manufacturing, to healthcare, hospitality and retail. That
created a lot of demand on resources and a need for writers,
editors and subject matter experts to be fully engaged right up
to launch, and beyond. But it was essential to get it right and
give people the relevant insights they needed, when they
needed them most.
Will Sturgeon, Head of content and thought leadership, PwC
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1.5

Tailoring thought leadership

Senior executives want thought
leadership tailored, and in particular
they want it tailored to their sector,
more so than their job role, company
size or region.
Given the choice, some 71% prefer a
sector focus to pan-sector coverage (29%).
This may reflect how radically different the
challenges are that different sectors face
in the pandemic. But almost two-thirds
would also prefer a specific focus on
their job role or company size.

Q: How should advisors tailor thought leadership for you?

ALL

45%

ALL

ALL

%
40% 37

ALL

29%

55%
MY COMPANY SIZE 60%
MY JOB ROLE 63%
MY SECTOR 71%
MY REGION
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1.6

Whose views are valued?

The top three opinions senior executives
want to hear are from industry experts,
customers and advisory firms. Back in
2018 the top three were customers,
peers and industry experts.
The value of industry experts and
professional advisors is clearly critical to
provide the much-sought-after practical
advice. Their insights can be woven into
thought leadership through interviews,
round tables and think tanks.
Relative to these expert insights, senior
executives now appear to attribute less
value to the views of their peers, perhaps
reflecting the notion that they don’t
believe that their peers currently have
the answers.
But the views of customers are still
seen as critical by over half (52%) of
respondents. Now more than ever, the
C-suite want to really understand their
clients – and an advisor that can help
them do that is of huge value.

Q: Whose views do you want to hear in thought leadership? (Top 3 choices)

2018 TOP THREE
1 YOUR CUSTOMERS
2 YOUR PEERS
3 INDUSTRY EXPERTS

55%

INDUSTRY
EXPERTS

52%

YOUR
CUSTOMERS

44%

ADVISORY
FIRMS

41%

40%

INSPIRATIONAL
INDIVIDUALS
OUTSIDE THE
INDUSTRY

THE PUBLIC

36%

THE GOVERNMENT
/ REGULATORY
BODIES

33%

YOUR PEERS

It’s clearly helpful to be able to play back
customer requirements to clients. We often
do this through pulse surveys, such as
exploring how the changing expectations of
consumers of retail banking are driving
digital trends and services.
Octavia Chapman, Senior marketing manager,
Boston Consulting Group
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SECTION 2.

HOW TO ENGAGE
THE C-SUITE
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Clearly there is a huge volume of content out there and
digital saturation is an issue. We focus on the quality of our
content and leverage the close relationships our partners
have with clients to personally deliver the content and
achieve that cut-through.
Carol Briggs, Associate director, marketing & insights, Grant Thornton International
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2.1

Which formats are popular?

Right now, senior executives favour
formats which are personal and engaging.
The top three preferred formats are
presentations, video and events. Each of
these have real people at their heart and
perhaps that is what is drawing the
C-suite to them in these isolated times.
It’s not a simple case of choosing what’s
most popular though. Formats and
channels are increasingly blurred; online
events, for example, typically also include
presentations and video. And whereas
two years ago the C-suite clearly focused
on the written word, infographics are
now more popular.
Surprisingly, podcasts are down in
seventh place (although almost one third
still had this in their top three). This may
surprise and disappoint some since
there has been a big rise in productions
over the last year, and may be due to
reduced listening opportunities on the
traditional commute.

Q: W
 hich formats do you prefer? (Top 3 choices)
PRESENTATIONS
(slides)

54%

VIDEO
(movies/animation)

53%

EVENTS
(online and offline)

49%

INFOGRAPHICS
(charts)

40%

TEXT
(words)

38%

BENCHMARKING
(tools)

38%

PODCASTS
(audio)

29%

We’ve been exploring video for
some time and have a dedicated
studio specialised in live recordings.
Given you can’t go into studios now,
we’ve been exploring using iPhones
and also pure voice recording. The
content is critical, but a renewed
focus on format has given us a new
way to think about issues.
Kate McCarthy, Head of Deloitte Insights,
EMEA, Deloitte
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2.2

Virtual events preferences

Marketing budget has moved from live
events to virtual events, and there’s clearly
a lot of innovation to make up for lacklustre
online productions early in lockdown.
Presentations (44%) and networking (42%)
were the preferred formats. But otherwise
this was a relatively flat set of preferences,
with little difference between the most
and least popular preferences.

Q: Which virtual event formats do you prefer? (Top 3 choices)

44%

42%

34%

32%

32%

30%

30%

29%

28%

ROUNDTABLES

Q AND As

Senior executives prefer a mix of activities,
so successful events typically include a
variety of these elements.

PRESENTATIONS NETWORKING
OPPORTUNITIES

PANEL
DISCUSSIONS

CASE
STUDIES

INTERVIEWS

ONE-TO-ONE LARGE-SCALE
DISCUSSIONS TRADE EVENTS

There has been a huge shift to virtual
events and we are constantly looking at new
ways to humanise the digital experience
and replicate the face-to-face meeting as
much as we can. We’ve been experimenting
with a number of formats.
Tom Bovingdon, Thought leadership manager,
PA Consulting
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2.3

Most common sources of thought leadership

Senior executives are not so much finding
thought leadership, as it’s finding them.
Over half of the senior executives we
spoke to ranked professional services
firms’ marketing activity (such as emails
or website) as a top-three source of
thought leadership. This is complemented
by 41% citing a prompt from their
relationship manager at professional
services firms.
Although this may be an indication that
relationship managers aren’t as proactive
with circulating thought leadership as
hard as they could, taken together they are
further proof that advisory firms are now
at the forefront of thought leadership.
Online search and industry events are still
critical, plus recommendations from both
colleagues and peers, but social media
and the trade press have fallen down the
pecking order.

Q: F
 rom which sources are you most likely to find thought leadership? (Top 3 choices)

55%
41%
PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIP
SERVICES/ADVISORY MANAGER
FIRMS EMAILS/
NEWSLETTERS/
WEBSITE

39%
ONLINE
SEARCH

37%
INDUSTRY
EVENTS

36%

35%

INTERNAL
NETWORKS
(E.G.
COLLEAGUES)

EXTERNAL
NETWORKS
(E.G. PEERS)

30%
SOCIAL MEDIA
POST
(E.G. LINKEDIN,
BLOGS)

27%
TRADE
PRESS

Decision makers are increasingly time-poor,
meaning firms have to be creative in their
delivery of thought leadership. The research
shows the importance of digital marketing
streams, so having a strong programme of
targeted activity is key to getting the messaging
in front of the people who need it.
Louise Vaughan, Co-founder & managing director,
Definition PR
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2.4

Actions taken when thought leadership hits the mark

Back in 2018, when thought leadership hit
the mark, senior executives were typically
motivated to dig deeper and review
additional content. They wanted to read
other articles from the advisor or see
what the trade press had to say.
But now they need to take swift and
decisive action. They immediately review
the sector specialisms, service offerings
and capabilities of the professional
services firm that are creating the
thought leadership.
This is great news for professional
services firms, but you need to ensure the
relevant website copy provides insight and
value. Thought leadership can do the hard
work of attracting senior executives, but
unless you close the loop with effective
marketing copy and call to action, that
opportunity might go to waste.

Q: What action would you take when thought leadership hits the mark? (Top 3 choices)
REVIEW RELEVANT
FIRMS’ SECTOR
SPECIALISMS

32%

BENCHMARK
YOUR ORGANISATION
AGAINST OTHERS

21%

31%

23

%

24%

REVIEW RELATED
CASE STUDIES

REVIEW RELEVANT
FIRMS’ SERVICE
OFFERINGS

32%

REVIEW RELATED
ARTICLES
ATTEND AN
EVENT BY THE
RELEVANT FIRM

2018 TOP THREE

30

%

25%
26%

REVIEW RELATED
HOW-TO GUIDES

REVIEW
RELEVANT FIRMS’
CAPABILITIES

EXPLORE
WHAT THE
TRADE
PRESS SAYS

28% REVIEW THE
27%

BIOS OF RELEVANT
INDIVIDUALS

CONTACT WHOEVER
PRODUCED THE
THOUGHT LEADERSHIP

1 REVIEW RELATED ARTICLES
2 EXPLORE WHAT THE TRADE
PRESS SAYS
3 ATTEND AN EVENT BY THE
RELEVANT FIRM

The C-suite are turning to advisors
for help and content clearly plays
a huge part in that. It’s therefore
natural that if the content hits
the mark, they will check out the
firm’s credentials.
Rebecca Scully, Head of communications,
Gowling WLG
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2.5

Further involvement in thought leadership

Senior executives are happy to be
involved in thought leadership and their
top preferences are to attend a virtual
event to discuss the findings or sit on an
editorial advisory committee.

Q: How would you like to be involved? (Top 3 choices)

Incorporating think tanks into thought
leadership programmes is a good way to
draw a ring around this influential cohort.
But they can’t do this for everyone –
you need to ask them before your
competitors do!

56%

56%

51%

37%

ATTEND A VIRTUAL
EVENT TO DISCUSS
THE FINDINGS

SIT ON AN EDITORIAL
ADVISORY COMMITTEE

TAKE PART IN
FUTURE SURVEYS

BE INTERVIEWED

It’s important to remember that the
kinds of problems we solve for our
clients are not one-offs. The closer
that we can draw them into our
ongoing content programmes, the
better we will be able to help them.
It’s a win-win.
Kate McCarthy, Head of Deloitte Insights,
EMEA, Deloitte
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Recommendations
There is much to ponder from our latest
research. How the C-suite view and use
thought leadership is clearly changing,
both in what they want and how they
want it. Perhaps the biggest change is
in the timeframe that the C-suite want
help with and the need for a more
continuous dialogue.
Here we have outlined a few
recommendations. We would welcome
the opportunity to discuss them with you.
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1. Review your current thought
leadership portfolio. Remember that
thought leadership that does not
address today’s problems may have a
more detrimental effect on your brand
than no thought leadership at all.

3. Things will change, so plan for an
ongoing dialogue. The problems
you are helping clients to solve are
continuous. Use you content
programme to work in tandem with
your clients to solve them.

2. Focus thought leadership on the areas
where you can make a difference, not
just in the immediate future but going
forward. Focus on your clients more
than you ever have and provide genuine
value to them.

4. Focus on formats and channels that
genuinely work: we’ve outlined what
the C-suite currently want in this
report, but this is no substitute for
continual testing and refinement.

And, finally, we wish you good luck. Let
us know if we can help.
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About us
Grist
At Grist, we create content with purpose. We are a strategic
B2B thought leadership and content marketing agency
with the editorial heritage of The Economist and Financial
Times in our DNA and a clear vision of the digital future.
As B2B specialists, we not only understand your needs
but also those of your clients. We understand how
to produce and promote engaging content across all
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channels – content that helps your clients do their
jobs; content that underscores your value to them; and
content that influences the decision-making process.
It’s what we call the content marketing sweet spot.
We are also a results-driven business partner. That
means we’ll work with you to track return on investment,
always aiming to exceed your marketing goals through
the delivery of quality content.

Coleman Parkes Research
Coleman Parkes Research is a full-service market
research company that specialises in researching
global markets for IT/technology and professional
services players.

gristonline.com

23

Contact
Andrew Rogerson
andrewrogerson@gristonline.com
T: 020 7434 1445
www.gristonline.com

