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CONTENT 
STRATEGIES  
ARE EXPANDING, 
BUT TEAMS  
ARE STRUGGLING  
TO KEEP UP.

Across the industry, 
ownership is diffuse 
and resourcing is 
fragmented: only 17% 
of organizations have 
a dedicated thought 
leadership team with 
budget ownership.

While marketing and 
sales are frequently 
involved, subject matter 
experts in functions such 
as product, research, 
and customer success—
those closest to the 
insights—are often not 
directly engaged the 
process.

Small teams are the 
norm: seven in ten 
organizations rely on 
just five or fewer in-
house team members 
to produce thought 
leadership.

Organizations manage 
diverse content 
portfolios, producing an 
average of 43 pieces a 
year across formats—
led by video (11), blogs 
(7), reports (6), and 
articles (6).

The content format mix  
is gradually evolving:  
22% of organizations 
plan to expand into 
newer formats like 
podcasts and interactives, 
but time constraints, 
technology limitations, 
and skills gaps are 
persistent barriers.

Regardless of format,  
good writing, 
originality of 
perspective, and  
real-world experience 
are the top-ranked 
traits of effective 
thought leadership.
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Executive summary
Thought leadership is evolving from a marketing-led activity to a strategic enterprise function. Yet 
despite its growing visibility and ambition, many organizations still lack the structure, research 
capabilities, and measurement tools to realize its full potential. This report—based on a global 
survey of 1,000 professionals involved in producing or purchasing thought leadership—captures 
where the discipline stands today and what it will take to unlock the next chapter. Below are 
some of our key findings:

THERE IS 
NO CLEAR 
GOVERNANCE 
BLUEPRINT 
FOR THOUGHT 
LEADERSHIP.



Nearly eight in ten 
organizations conduct 
proprietary research, 
and the vast majority 
(87%) are satisfied 
with how research 
supports their thought 
leadership.

Of those who skip 
research, nearly half 
(46%) say they don’t 
have the time, and 
40% believe it’s not 
necessary to thought 
leadership.

Surveys and polls are 
the most common 
research method 
(52%), followed by 
customer feedback 
(44%) and market and 
competitor analysis 
(40%).

Only 3% report no 
measurable outcomes 
from their thought 
leadership efforts. New 
business growth (53%), 
customer retention 
(49%), and market 
share increase (43%) 
are the most commonly 
reported outcomes.

The absence of shared 
standards within the 
thought leadership 
industry can make it 
harder to benchmark 
performance, prove 
ROI, or secure 
sustained investment.

RESEARCH 
IS A PROVEN 
DIFFERENTIATOR 
BUT NOT  
A UNIVERSAL 
PRACTICE.

BUSINESS 
IMPACT IS BOTH 
REAL AND 
DIFFICULT TO 
QUANTIFY.

Nearly one in five (19%) 
cite measurement 
challenges as a barrier 
to effective thought 
leadership. Many express 
frustrations with current 
metrics, which tend 
to focus on short-term 
activity over long-term 
influence.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The bottom line? Thought leadership is working—and working hard. But to achieve scale, 
organizations must professionalize their approach: clarify ownership, build multiskilled teams, 
invest in research, and measure what matters. 

Those that do won’t just join the conversation—they’ll define agendas, shift perspectives,  
and shape what happens next. 



Introduction



There’s something delightfully paradoxical about producing a thought leadership 
report on thought leadership. It’s a bit like writing a style guide about style guides, or 
hosting a conference about conference planning. The recursiveness threatens to pull you 
into an infinite loop of self-reference—yet here we are, doing exactly that.

Why? Because despite thought leadership’s rise from marketing tactic to strategic 
imperative, the discipline itself remains remarkably under-examined. Everyone seems to 
be doing it, few seem to be doing it consistently well, and almost no one agrees on how 
it should be done. 

This report aims to bring clarity to the chaos. We surveyed 1,000 professionals directly 
involved in producing or purchasing thought leadership content to understand how 
organizations structure their efforts, what formats they prioritize, where research fits 
into the equation, and how they measure success. (For more on the methodology, see 
sidebar “About the research.”)

Key insights

In the pages that follow, we’ll explore how thought leadership is evolving from marketing 
tactic to strategic asset; why research is the not-so-secret ingredient in influential 
content; and how organizations of all sizes are attempting to measure what matters—
and struggling.

After all, what good is thought leadership if it doesn’t make you think? 
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Scale matters, dramatically. The largest organizations are most likely to have 
dedicated thought leadership teams, use 50% more research methods, and 
report 32% more types of business impact than their smallest counterparts. 

Governance is all over the map. Multiple functions tend to be involved in 
thought leadership development, including tugging the purse strings.

Research is widely valued but far from universal. While most organizations 
conduct proprietary research for their thought leadership, 22% skip it entirely.

Video reigns supreme. The thought leadership content mix is led by video, 
followed by blogs, articles, and reports.

Most thought leadership teams are remarkably lean—70% have five or  
fewer people.



Women

Asia

Gender

Seniority

Geography

Company size

Men

North  
America

Europe

South 
America

Middle East  
& Africa

Industries

Automotive

Banking & financial 
services

Biotechnology & 
pharmaceuticals

Construction & 
engineering

Consumer goods & retail

Education & research

Energy & utilities

Government & public 
sector

Healthcare & medical 
services

Hospitality & tourism

Information technology  
& software

Insurance

Legal services

Manufacturing

Media & entertainment

Non-profit & NGOs

�Professional services 
(consulting, accounting, 
etc.)

�Real estate & property 
management

Telecommunications

Transportation & logistics

C-suite

VP
Director

Manager

Other

Micro (1–10 employees)

Very small  
(11–50 employees)

Small (51–200 
employees)

Midsize (201–500 
employees)

Upper midsize  
(501–1,000 employees)

Very large  
(10,000+ employees)

Large 
(1,001–10,000 
employees)

Throughout this report, we may refer to company sizes  
(by number of employees) using the groupings above.

This report is based on a comprehensive survey 
of 1,000 professionals directly involved in either 
producing or purchasing thought leadership 
content. The research was conducted in March-April 
2025 by iResearch Services.

Data collection 
Online, phone-to-web methodology

Margin of error 
+/- 3.1% (95% confidence level)

Respondent profile

Median age: 40 years

About the research

57%
43%

30%

30%

20%

10%
10%

36%

7%22%

23%

12%

14%

23%

29%

13%

11%

7%

3%
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Who owns thought 
leadership?

CHAPTER 1



Thought leadership has earned its place on the B2B 
executive agenda, but there is little consensus on where it 
sits or how it operates within the broader organization. Our 
research found that team composition, reporting lines, and 
budget ownership vary widely across firms, with no clear 
standard for what “good” looks like.

This fragmentation matters: without a clear governance 
model, thought leadership initiatives tend to struggle 
with inconsistent quality, misaligned objectives, inefficient 
resource allocation, and difficulty demonstrating ROI.

To deliver on its potential as a true strategic value 
driver, thought leadership needs clear ownership and 
accountability, cross-functional collaboration, and sufficient 
and sustained investment.

The room where it happens
True to its origins, thought leadership is most often associated with marketing and 
sales. Two out of three respondents (68%) say their marketing team is directly involved in 
thought leadership (Figure 1). Sales comes in second at 58%, and strategy is third at 38%. 

MARKETING LEADS THE WAY 
Which business functions are involved in thought leadership development?

13%

17%

26%

28%

31%

38%

58%

68%

Legal & Compliance

Operations

Research & Analytics

Customer Success & Services

Product & Engineering

Strategy & Innovation

Sales & Business Development

Marketing & Communications

  Notes: n = 1,000; multiselect response.

  Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

Figure 1
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“Even though thought 
leadership is often perceived 
as a cost center, our data 
shows thought leadership is, in 
fact, a revenue driver that is 
underappreciated, underutilized, 
and little understood in most 
organizations.”

— �The ROI of Thought Leadership 
by Cindy Anderson & Anthony 
Marshall



Thought leadership is largely a cross-functional endeavor. 
Most respondents (86%) reported direct involvement from 
at least two business functions, and over half (54%) said 
three or more functions were directly engaged. However, 
the functions that hold subject matter expertise (such  
as product, research, and customer success) are much  
less consistently involved. Often, they’re left out of the  
room altogether.

Thought leadership professionals frequently brought up the 
struggle to identify, engage, and activate the right internal 
voices. A senior manager at a midsize legal firm in the 
Middle East noted that “internal experts have little time for 
regular content creation,” and the HR director of a very large 
North American public agency cited “not enough subject 
matter experts” as a persistent barrier to producing high-quality  
thought leadership. 

Without the robust and timely insights of subject matter experts across the organization, 
thought leadership can easily become reactive, siloed, and disconnected from the 
business strategy. In these organizations, surface-level content tends to proliferate. 
Emerging trends go unnoticed. Competitive differentiation evaporates. 

In more mature models, thought leadership is embedded directly into the organization’s 
core functions. Experts aren’t just invited to contribute—they’re expected to. And in 
many cases, their professional advancement depends on it. This model ensures that 
thought leadership is grounded in real-world expertise—and that this expertise, in turn, 
gets amplified.

The evolution of resourcing
Resourcing structures vary widely across firms: just 22% say that marketing  
controls the budget and 15% cite sales and business development (Figure 2). Fewer 
than one in five (17%) report having a dedicated thought leadership team that  
owns the budget—a model most commonly found in larger organizations and 
professional services firms, where subject matter expertise is central to the enterprise 
value proposition.

Beneath this fragmentation, a clear pattern emerges: budget ownership is closely 
related to company size. In very small and micro firms, the sales function is most likely 
to own the thought leadership budget, reflecting a more tactical, commercial approach 
(Figure 3). Among small to large organizations, primary ownership is split between sales 
and marketing. And in the very large firms, thought leadership resourcing is most often 
centralized within a standalone thought leadership function, signalling a higher degree 
of institutionalization and independence.
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Most respondents 
(86%) reported direct 
involvement from at 
least two business 
functions, and over 
half (54%) said three or 
more functions were 
directly engaged.
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...BUT STRUCTURE FOLLOWS SCALE

18%

30%

24%

9%

9%

6%

3%

19%

34%

7%

4%

14%

4%

What function primarily owns/administers the thought leadership budget?

Very large
(10,000+

employees)

Large 
(1,001–10,000
employees)

Upper midsize 
(501–1,000

employees)

Midsize 
(201–500

employees)

Small 
(51–200

employees)

Very small 
(11–50

employees)

Micro 
(1–10

employees)

7%

12%

25%

27%

10%

3%

13%

9%

13%

16%

15%

19%

4%

5%

6%

15%

9%

12%

24%

24%

10%

6%

4%

11%

7%

11%

23%

26%

4%

13%

5%

10%

12%

6%

21%

21%

12%

10%

15%

9%

9%

Marketing & Communications Dedicated Thought Leadership Team Sales & Business Development
Strategy & Innovation Product & Engineering Customer Success & Services
Research & Analytics Operations Legal & Compliance

Notes: n = 1,000; 1-10 employees (n = 33); 11-50 employees (n = 74); 51-200 employees (n = 111); 201-500 employees (n = 129); 
501-1,000 employees (n = 288); 1,001-10,000 employees (n = 229); 10,000+ employees (n = 136); single-select response. Figures 
may not sum to 100% due to rounding.

Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

1% 1% 1% 1%2%

Figure 3

NO CONSENSUS ON OWNERSHIP...
What function primarily owns/administers the thought leadership budget?

22% 17% 15% 12% 10% 9% 8% 4% 2%

Marketing & Communications Dedicated Thought Leadership Team Sales & Business Development
Strategy & Innovation Product & Engineering Customer Success & Services
Research & Analytics Operations Legal & Compliance

  Notes: n = 1,000; single-select response. Figures may not sum to 100% due to rounding.

  Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

Figure 2
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This progression reflects how thought leadership evolves alongside organizational 
maturity: Early-stage companies often rely on individual champions or functional 
leads, typically in sales and marketing, to develop thought leadership aimed at driving 
customer acquisition or brand reputation. As organizations grow, thought leadership 
tends to become more strategic, with many companies introducing more formal 
governance, clearer accountability, dedicated resourcing, and processes to engage 
expertise across the business.

Small teams, big expectations
Thought leadership is rarely the job of a large, well-resourced team. Seventy percent 
say their in-house, direct thought leadership team—those responsible for ideating, 
producing, and signing off on content—consists of five or fewer people (Figure 4).  

SIZE MATTERS—UP TO A POINT
How many people are actively involved in thought leadership ideation and production in 
your organization?

In-house, direct involvement1 In-house, indirect involvement2 External partners3

Very large 
(10,000+ employees)

Large 
(1,001–10,000 employees)

Upper midsize 
(501–1,000 employees)

Midsize 
(201–500 employees)

Small 
(51–200 employees)

Very small 
(11–50 employees)

Micro 
(1–10 employees)

All companies 15

2

2

8

11

15

21

21

1 Includes work such as ideation, creation, production, and sign-off.
2 Includes work such as SME input, peripheral advisors, and reviewers.
3 Includes work by organizations/individuals such as agencies, consultants, freelancers, and vendors.

  Notes: n = 1,000.

  Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

Figure 4
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Even among the largest organizations (10,000+ employees), 
the average in-house thought leadership team has just 
seven employees. Most organizations keep their external 
bench small too: 87% report working with no more than 
five external partners, such as agencies, consultants, or 
freelancers.

Despite limited capacity and resources, thought leadership 
producers are expected to create frequent, high-quality, 
multiformat content under tight timelines. Many say they 
feel overworked and understaffed—an indication that the 
current models may be unsustainable. 

Roughly 18% cite time constraints as the primary challenge 
in producing quality thought leadership (Figure 5). As a sales and marketing manager 
at a very small professional services firm noted, “Keeping up a steady flow of insightful 
high-quality content requires significant effort.” 

In fact, the phrase “keeping up” was the third-most common phrase among the 
thousands of qualitative responses describing research participants’ thought leadership 
challenges—behind only “industry trends” and “lack of time.”

PRESSED FOR TIME
What are your biggest challenges in producing high-quality thought leadership?

Notes: n = 1,000; open-ended response (categorized by theme). Only top five themes shown; figures do not sum to 100%.

Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

Insufficient stakeholder buy-in

Audience preferences

Technology limitations

Measurement challenges

Not enough time 18%

17%

17%

12%

8%

1

2

3

4

5

Figure 5
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“Keeping up a steady 
flow of insightful 
high-quality content 
requires significant 
effort.”

— �Sales & marketing manager, very 
small professional services firm



Moving beyond marketing
These challenges reflect an industry in evolution: thought 
leadership as a discipline is still finding its place in many 
organizations. While marketing often serves as the natural 
home for thought leadership, this placement can lead to 
misunderstandings about its purpose and potential. 

Marketing is tasked with housing diverse capabilities—
from demand generation and brand-building to content 
production and thought leadership—each requiring distinct skill sets and success 
measures. Recognizing the difference between thought leadership and related 
disciplines, such as content marketing, is essential for organizations to take advantage 
of the unique strategic value each offers (see sidebar “Content marketing vs. thought 
leadership: Related but distinct”).

We are witnessing an industry in its formative stages. Organizations like McKinsey 
and other strategy consultancies have championed thought leadership for decades 
as a way to demonstrate their strategic thinking capabilities. Now, as other types 
of organizations and industries are recognizing the tremendous value of thought 
leadership, they’re working to establish appropriate governance models, often without 
clear blueprints to follow.
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Thought leadership 
as a discipline is still 
finding its place in 
many organizations.



Thought leadership and content marketing are 
frequently conflated, but they serve fundamentally 
different purposes. 

The foundation and flow
Thought leadership is the wellspring; content 
marketing is the distribution system. Thought 
leadership begins with original research, expert 
insights, and innovative thinking that challenges 

conventional wisdom or provides new frameworks 
to understand complex issues. Content marketing 
is the strategic approach to packaging and 
distributing these insights to relevant audiences.

As one manufacturing director noted: “Real 
thought leadership should go beyond standard 
content marketing tactics. It’s about advancing the 
conversation rather than simply participating in it.”

Content marketing vs. thought leadership: Related but distinct

Different skills, different goals

Where they converge and diverge

�Thought leadership requires:
•	 Subject-matter expertise

•	 Original research capabilities

•	 Critical thinking and synthesis

•	 �Intellectual courage

•	 �Strategic vision to identify 
emerging trends

Content marketing requires:
•	 �Audience segmentation

•	 Channel expertise across platforms

•	 �Engagement strategy

•	 �Production efficiency and consistency

•	 �Performance measurement

Both aim to:
•	 �Build credibility and authority

•	 �Engage target audiences

•	 �Create high-quality content

•	 �Support broader business objectives

Compared to content marketing, 
thought leadership:

•	 �Prioritizes insight over reach

•	 �Has a longer shelf life and  
ROI timeline

•	 �Shapes new conversations rather than 
following audience needs

The virtuous cycle
The two disciplines form a virtuous cycle: original 
thinking fuels content marketing, while content 
marketing amplifies the reach and impact of 
thought leadership.

Without thought leadership, content marketing 
becomes hollow and undifferentiated. Without 

amplification, bold ideas remain unheard.  
The most effective organizations combine both:  
using rigorous thought leadership as the 
foundation for strategic content marketing that 
drives business outcomes.
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From insights to action: Designing for the future

Moving thought leadership beyond the marketing function isn’t just a structural 
challenge—it requires a mindset shift. Organizations that treat thought leadership 
as a strategic enterprise capability, and not just a marketing subfunction, will be 
better positioned to capture its full value. To do this, organizations need to design 
with intention and answer the fundamental questions of ownership, resourcing, and 
collaboration. 

As a leader evolving your thought leadership function, here’s where to start:

�Define where thought leadership lives—and why. The most successful thought 
leadership programs have clear governance and decision rights. There’s no universal 
model, but you’ll need to decide whether ownership will reside in marketing, sales, 
strategy, or its own dedicated function. (Our survey data indicate what companies are 
doing today, not necessarily best practices.) Clarify not only who owns the budget but 
also who’s involved in shaping and executing the strategy, then design clear processes for 
other teams to contribute.

�Build a cross-functional engine of in-house expertise. Great thought leadership 
requires more than just marketing expertise: it demands a coordinated effort across 
functions to identify, nurture, and amplify expert perspectives from across the 
organization. Create mechanisms to engage subject matter experts, activate internal 
networks, and bring diverse voices into the content pipeline (for example, by embedding 
the publication of thought leadership into performance goals).

�Resource it like a strategic priority. For thought leadership to deliver meaningful 
influence and differentiation, it can’t run on leftovers. Make space for thought leadership 
in team structures, budgets, and workforce planning. Invest in the right mix of skills, 
including research, editorial, design, and web—and potentially video. (See Chapter 2.)

�Separate thought leadership from content marketing—then connect them. Mature 
thought leadership organizations recognize that thought leadership and content 
marketing are distinct but related disciplines that build on one another. Design 
organizational processes that let each do what it does best—and unlock a virtuous cycle 
of influence. 
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What does thought 
leadership look 
like today—and 
tomorrow?

CHAPTER 2



As thought leadership is increasingly recognized as a strategic asset in a wider variety 
of organizations (see sidebar “A brief history of thought leadership”), the scope of what 
constitutes impactful thought leadership is broadening. Despite resource constraints and 
lean teams, thought leadership producers are creating content across diverse formats, 
with clear ambitions to evolve in the coming years.

While reports and articles remain core to many strategies, there’s also significant activity 
in formats like podcasts, videos, and interactives—often as part of a content campaign 
around a flagship report or piece of research.

The current content landscape
Our research found that organizations are producing an average of 43 thought leadership 
pieces annually, spread across multiple formats (Figure 6). Video content leads the way, 
with an average of approximately 11 pieces per year, followed by blog posts (7), and reports 
and articles (6 each). Podcasts, interactives, and events/webinars bring up the rear but still 
average between 3 and 5 apiece each year.1

VIDEO TAKES CENTER STAGE
How many pieces of thought leadership content does your organization publish each calendar year?

  Notes: n = 1,000.

  Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

Number of pieces per year

Number of pieces per year

45

2
344

10

Median

Data range 
(min–max)
Middle 50% 
of values

ArticlesBlogs Events/
webinars

InteractivesPodcastsReportsVideos
0

5

10

15

20

25

35

30

Figure 6

1  �These figures represent composite averages across diverse organizations and shouldn’t be interpreted as 
prototypical or prescriptive. No single organization precisely mirrors this distribution in practice. Rather, 
these findings help illustrate broader patterns in format allocation across the industry, while individual 
organizations typically develop distinctive content mixes based on their specific audiences, capabilities, and 
strategic objectives.
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1   �Bob Buday, “A Brief History of Thought Leadership Marketing,” Buday Thought Leadership Partners, November 25, 2008.
2  �Paul MacKenzie-Cummins, “The Origins of Thought Leadership and the Catalysts That Spurred Its Growth,” Clearly PR, October 30, 2024.

Thought leadership has its roots in 
management consulting, beginning 
in 1964 when McKinsey & Company 
started publishing the McKinsey 
Quarterly.1 The term “thought leader” 
itself wasn’t coined until 1994 by 
Joel Kurtzman, then editor-in-chief 
of strategy+business magazine, 
who defined it as someone with 

“distinctively original ideas, unique 
points of view and new insights”  
who deeply understands their 
business landscape.2 Throughout  
the 1980s and 1990s, the industry  
largely existed within professional 
services firms.

The digital revolution democratized 
thought leadership beyond 
consultancies to organizations of 
all sizes and sectors. While initially 
confined to books, journals, and 
conferences, thought leadership 
now spans diverse formats from 
podcasts to interactive experiences.

A brief history of thought leadership

McKinsey & Company  
launches McKinsey Quarterly, 
marking the beginning of 
formalized thought leadership 
as a business discipline

Strategy consultancies  
begin using published 

research and insights as 
strategic marketing tools

Joel Kurtzman coins the  
term “thought leader” while 
serving as editor-in-chief of 
strategy+business magazine

Professional services firms 
establish dedicated thought 

leadership teams and 
formalized research programs

The rise of digital publishing 
and blogs democratizes 
thought leadership beyond elite 
consultancies

Social media platforms 
enable individual thought 
leaders to build personal 

brands independent of 
institutional backing

Video and podcasting 
emerge as dominant thought 
leadership formats, reflecting 
broader media consumption 
trends

1964

1980s

1994

Early
2000s

Late 
2000s

Early 
2010s

Late 
2010s

2020– 
present

Interactive experiences, community-
building platforms, and AI-enhanced 

content creation tools reshape thought 
leadership delivery, while organizations 

struggle with content saturation and 
measuring true impact

19

CHAPTER 2: WHAT DOES THOUGHT LEADERSHIP LOOK LIKE TODAY—AND TOMORROW?



The various formats used for thought leadership 
serve different strategic purposes. Understanding 
these distinctions helps organizations make more 
thoughtful choices about how they communicate 
their insights.

�Long-form reports and white papers 
establish authority and provide 
comprehensive, evidence-based analysis 
that supports complex decision making. 

�Videos humanize expertise and distill 
complex concepts through visual 
storytelling.

�Interactive experiences invite audience 
participation and personalization,  
though they require substantial resources, 
specifically technology, as well as either 
specialized skills in-house or budget to hire 
external expertise.

�Podcasts provide a sense of intimacy 
with star executives and subject-matter 
experts that can deepen connections via 
conversational exploration of topics. 

�Blog series provide flexibility and frequency, 
allowing organizations to respond quickly 
and consistently to market developments. 

The most sophisticated—and successful—thought 
leadership programs therefore not only deploy 
these formats strategically for their specific 
communication needs but also design their 
research initiatives with multiple format expressions 
in mind from the beginning, rather than retrofitting 
content after the fact. 

Aligning medium with message

Larger organizations predictably publish more content and with slightly greater format 
diversity, though traditional formats (reports, articles, and blogs) consistently make up 
about half of the context mix across companies of all sizes.

That video tops the format list is not entirely surprising given the democratization of 
video production. Smartphone cameras, user-friendly editing tools, and the repurposing 
of recorded live events as standalone content have lowered the barriers to entry. And 
there’s a ready audience: in research released earlier this year in The ROI of Thought 
Leadership, Cindy Anderson and Anthony Marshall of IBM’s Institute for Business Value 
found that 78% of US business executives regularly watch thought leadership videos. 
Among global business executives, that number rises to 89%. (Compare that to the 62% 
and 67%, respectively, who listen to podcasts.)2 

1  �And their strategic importance is only growing—in 2024, the podcasting market hit USD 31.1 billion and is expected to reach  
USD 197.9 billion by 2037 (a compound annual growth rate of 15.3%). Source: “Corporate Podcasting in 2025: How to Drive Business 
Growth,” Podcast Hawk, November 26, 2024.

2  �Cindy Anderson and Anthony Marshall, The ROI of Thought Leadership: Calculating the Value That Sets 
Organizations Apart (Wiley, 2025).
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But while video leads in output, it can lag on execution. Some thought leadership 
producers question whether video’s resource requirements—from production time 
to talent costs—deliver sufficient returns on investment compared to more efficient 
formats such as blog posts and articles (see sidebar “Aligning medium with message”). 
When done well, video can convey texture and personality in ways that text and static 
visuals alone cannot. When done poorly, industry professionals note, video is nothing 
more than an expensive approach to delivering information.

Where thought leadership wants to go
Overall, thought leadership professionals seek to fine-tune—but not entirely overhaul—
the content mix (Figure 7). Specifically, respondents signal a desire to lean a bit less on 
written reports and articles and a bit more into interactives, podcasts, and events. The 
ambivalence over video is also clear, with respondents reporting a desire to slightly scale 
back video production in the next 12 months. 

INTERACTIVE AND AUDIO CONTENT GAINING GROUND
What proportion of your company's thought leadership is in the following formats?

Current mix

Desired mix 
(in 12 months)

Written reports & articles Infographics & data visualizations Podcasts
Interactive content

Videos

OtherEvents & webinars

  Notes: n = 1,000. Figures may not sum to 100% due to rounding.

  Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

23%

21%

11%

13%

17%

16%

13%

14%

14%

15%

17%

16%

5%

6%

Figure 7

This measured pace of transformation likely reflects the operational reality of thought 
leadership teams. With 70% of organizations operating with five or fewer people, 
ambitious format overhauls are neither practical nor sustainable. Rather than chasing 
format trends, these lean teams are making strategic adjustments based on what they 
can realistically execute.
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Content mix by industry
Industry-specific patterns emerge when examining content preferences  
across sectors:

	� Technology and software companies lead in video production, averaging 13 
pieces annually—the highest of any industry and above the overall mean of 11.

�	 Reports remain a foundational element across industries, with technology  
	 companies producing the highest volume per year.

	� Interactive content is especially prevalent among technology and healthcare 
companies.

	� Government and public sector organizations produce the most virtual events 
and webinars annually. 

	� Banking and financial services firms top the list in blog production. 

Bridging aspiration and action in the content mix
While survey respondents report ambitions to expand thought leadership formats—22% 
express an interest in diversifying their content beyond what they do today—the reality 
of achieving this is complicated. 

Time constraints emerged as the primary obstacle (48%) to achieving respondents’ ideal 
content format mix (Figure 8), followed by technology limitations, such as inadequate 
platforms, tools, or infrastructure (42%); insufficient internal skills (37%); and lack 
of budget (32%). The top four are essentially four different ways of saying “resource 
constraints,” and this theme came through loud and clear in the qualitative responses. 

“Proper resources are often lacking,” wrote a senior 
marketing manager in the Middle East. A manufacturing 
director in Asia noted, “Multimedia requires extra resources 
and effort.” 

These common and persistent gaps between capability 
and ambition help explain why the pace of transformation 
remains measured rather than revolutionary for most 
organizations. Small, lean teams are often asked to produce 
sophisticated, multiformat content despite limited time, 
technologies, and specialized skills. 
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These common and persistent 
gaps between capability and 
ambition help explain why 
the pace of transformation 
remains measured rather 
than revolutionary for most 
organizations. 



Challenges vary by industry
Under the surface, the data reveal distinct pain points across sectors. Technology 
constraints are particularly pronounced in IT, healthcare, and biotechnology, where 
over half of respondents cited it as their top challenge (54%, 53%, and 53%, respectively). 
Government and public sector organizations were most likely to report insufficient 
internal skills (60% vs. 37% overall), while education and research organizations were 
most likely to face budget constraints (45% vs. 32% overall).2 

Across industries, teams tailor their content mix not just to audience preferences but to 
internal capacity. “We don’t have a large team or a large budget, so we have to be really 
pragmatic,” says Alexa Schirtzinger, Head of Marketing at Watershed, a midsize B2B 
climate tech firm. “It takes a lot of discipline.” One common strategy is to anchor around 
a flagship asset and extend it across multiple formats and channels. “This year, we 
released the State of Corporate Sustainability report,” she explains. “We’re focusing on 
this one big piece, then all the supporting content that goes with it—the webinar, the 
visuals, the social media activation, the voiceover videos, and interviews.” For lean teams, 
concentrating on a few high-leverage formats can help maximize impact without 
stretching resources too thin. 

3  �This survey was fielded in late March and early April 2025, amid significant turmoil in US federal funding 
for education and research organizations. Future iterations of this survey will help determine whether this 
difference is elevated permanently or just temporarily.

RESOURCE CONSTRAINTS DOMINATE
What's preventing you from achieving the ideal content format mix?

11%

19%

22%

27%

32%

37%

42%

48%

Compliance & regulatory constraints

Measurement challenges

Insufficient stakeholder buy-in

Audience preferences

Lack of budget

Insufficient internal skills2

Technology limitations1 

Time constraints

1 Includes items such as lack of particular tools or platforms.
2 Includes skills such as video, audio, or design expertise.

  Notes: n = 1,000; multiselect response.

  Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

Figure 8
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DEFINING EXCELLENCE
How important are each of these factors in defining high-quality thought leadership content?

Good writing

Originality of perspective

Case studies or real-world examples

Good design

Speed to market

6 81%Action-oriented guidance

5 82%

Data-driven insights 7 81%

8 80%Author (organization) is a trusted brand

Author (individual) is a subject matter expert9 79%

4 84%

3 85%

2 85%

1 89%

Notes: n = 1,000.

Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

% that responded "important" or "very important”

Figure 9

The ingredients of excellence
While format choices matter, our research shows that certain core qualities define  
high-impact thought leadership regardless of medium (Figure 9).

Good writing tops the list of characteristics respondents deemed “important” or  
“very important,” with originality of perspective following closely as the second-most 
valued characteristic. What’s particularly notable is the relatively small gap (only  
10 percentage points) separating the most and least important factors, suggesting that 
successful thought leadership represents a careful balance rather than excellence in  
just one dimension.
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From insights to action: Crafting a cohesive portfolio

Given limited resources, how should organizations prioritize their thought leadership 
formats? 

�Conduct a formal content audit. By evaluating each content format against key 
quality elements—good writing, case studies, originality, and design—organizations 
can identify strengths and weaknesses across their content portfolio. Gather audience 
feedback on format preferences and analyze internal capabilities to determine where 
skill gaps might be hampering quality.

�Align formats with the audience journey. Rather than producing formats in isolation, 
forward-thinking organizations map their content types to how priority audiences 
consume information at different decision points. This approach ensures that case 
studies and real-world examples appear at critical stages of the decision journey. 

�Bridge capability gaps through honest assessment of vulnerabilities. Organizations 
struggling with the common challenges of time constraints, technology limitations, 
and skills gaps can develop format-specific production guides to streamline creation 
processes. Strategic external partnerships can supplement internal skills gaps.

�Build cross-format narrative momentum. Instead of retrofitting content after  
the fact, design content campaigns with multiple format outputs in mind from the start. 
Create “content families” based on a core piece of research that maintain consistent 
quality while addressing diverse audience needs and optimizing each piece for its 
medium’s strengths. A thoughtful publishing cadence balances speed to market with 
the lead time required to craft truly original perspectives. 
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What’s the role  
of research?

CHAPTER 3



Thought leadership is often presented as a blend of 
insight, opinion, and experience. But behind the best 
examples—those that shape decisions, spark conversations, 
and build credibility—is usually something more rigorous: 
research. 

Whether through proprietary surveys, expert interviews, 
or market analysis, research is what transforms opinion 
into insight. And yet, not all organizations treat it as a core 
ingredient.

No research, no problem?
Despite the growing consensus around research as a 
cornerstone of effective thought leadership, a significant 
portion of organizations are still flying blind. One in five 
organizations producing thought leadership (22%) do so 
without any proprietary research. Smaller organizations  
are more likely to forgo research—27% of microbusinesses 
skip research entirely, compared with just 18% of very  
large firms.

This figure also varies dramatically by industry (Figure 
10). In sectors like media and entertainment (40%) and 
non-profits and NGOs (55%), a much larger share of 
organizations report producing thought leadership without 
any proprietary research. In contrast, research is far more 
common in data-driven sectors such as energy, IT, financial 
services, and biotech, where fewer than 15% say they go 
without it.

When asked why they skip research, the most commonly cited barrier was lack of time 
(46%)—a theme that surfaces repeatedly throughout our study of thought leadership 
professionals (see chapters 1 and 2). Nearly as many respondents (40%) simply don’t see 
the value, believing that research is “not necessary” for their thought leadership efforts. 
“Research investment often gets overlooked,” lamented a sales manager at an upper 
midsize consumer goods firm. 

Why research matters
For the 78% that do conduct proprietary research, the verdict is clear: it’s worth the 
investment. A remarkable 87% of those respondents report being satisfied or very 
satisfied with how research is used in their thought leadership output.

27

CHAPTER 3: WHAT’S THE ROLE OF RESEARCH?

“What separates the exceptional 
thought leadership from the 
merely good? At the top of 
the list is a rigorous research 
foundation that generates data-
backed insights. Great thought 
leadership is evidence-based, not 
just opinion-based.”

— �Ty Heath, Director and Co-founder 
of The B2B Institute at LinkedIn

go without any proprietary 
research. Smaller organizations 
are more likely to forgo research.

22%



This satisfaction isn’t arbitrary—it stems from the power of research to differentiate and 
elevate content in an increasingly crowded marketplace. 

As noted in Figure 9 in the previous chapter, “originality of perspective” ranks among 
the top characteristics that define high-quality thought leadership, just behind good 
writing and case studies. In an age of content overload, originality is what separates truly 
distinctive thought leadership from the sea of sameness. Yet it’s also one of the hardest 
things to consistently deliver, especially with limited time and resources.

RESEARCH ISN'T UNIVERSAL
Does your company perform proprietary research?

YesNo

Education & research 69%31%

Banking & financial 
services 87%13%

Biotechnology & 
pharmaceuticals 87%13%

Construction & 
engineering

80%20%

Consumer goods & 
retail 74%26%

Healthcare & 
medical services

86%14%

Hospitality & tourism 75%25%

YesNo

Information 
technology & software

90%10%

Insurance 71%29%

Legal services 84%16%

Manufacturing 67%33%

Professional services1 76%24%

Real estate & property 
management

86%14%

Transportation & logistics 83%17%

Energy & utilities 9% 91%

Media & 
entertainment 60%40%

Telecommunications 68%32%

Non-profit & NGOs 45%55%

1 Includes services such consulting and accounting.

  Notes: n = 1,000; Automotive (n = 43); Banking & financial services (n = 86); Biotechnology & pharmaceuticals (n = 45); Construction & 
 engineering (n = 66); Consumer goods & retail (n = 65); Education & research (n = 55); Energy & utilities (n = 47); Government & public sector (n = 48); 
 Healthcare & medical services (n = 51); Hospitality & tourism (n = 40); Information technology & software (n = 91); Insurance (n = 42); Legal services 
 (n = 37); Manufacturing (n = 75); Media & entertainment (n = 40); Non-profit & NGOs (n = 11); Professional services (consulting, accounting, etc.) (n = 41); 
 Real estate & property management (n = 37); Telecommunications (n = 34); Transportation & logistics (n = 46); single-select response. Figures may 
 not sum to 100% due to rounding.

  Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

Government & 
public sector 75%25%

Automotive 74%26%

Figure 10
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Great thought leadership begins with asking 
the right questions. “Research is not just data 
collection,” explains Ashok Iyer, Associate Director 
of Operations at iResearch Services. “It is about 
validating (or disproving) a hypothesis, uncovering 
emerging views and insights, and helping the 
editorial team craft a story that’s sensible and 
grounded in reality.”

Survey design starts with a clear purpose. What do 
you want to know? Why does it matter? And how 
will the findings move the conversation forward?

Once the research agenda is defined, the next 
step is crafting questions that lead to meaningful 
insights. It is particularly important to prevent 
respondent fatigue—the enemy of quality data. 

When respondents become bored or disengaged, 
their answers become rushed, inconsistent, and 
ultimately unreliable.

“Respondent fatigue is a big driver of bad quality 
data,” Iyer notes. “If we don’t ask the right questions 
or if they don’t flow, respondents will lose interest. 
Either they won’t participate, or they won’t give us 
valid insights. And if we don’t have valid insights, 
there is no story to tell.”

The best defense is thoughtful survey design that 
borrows from editorial principles. Designing a 
survey like a well-told story—one that captures 
attention and sustains it—isn’t just an artistic 
choice, but one that drives meaningful, candid 
engagement as well as high-quality results.

Asking good questions

The originality paradox
Herein lies a paradox. Many thought leadership 
practitioners understand the need for originality, yet feel 
constrained by a culture of risk aversion. “C-suite leaders 
often hesitate to take a public stance on controversial 
industry issues,” said a senior sales manager at a South 
American professional services firm. As the CEO of an Asian 
construction and engineering firm put it: “Many leaders 
avoid bold opinions to prevent backlash.”

The result? Much of today’s thought leadership has become 
indistinguishable from one report to the next, while the 
appetite for original, thought-provoking ideas has never 
been greater. “Finding fresh, compelling, and original ideas 
that stand out in a crowded market can be difficult,” said a European healthcare COO; 
she’d find a friend in the IT research manager who agreed, “The hardest part is making 
insights feel original.” 

of those who conduct 
proprietary research report 
being satisfied or very satisfied 
with how research is used in 
their thought leadership output.

87%

THE ART OF SURVEY DESIGN
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THE ART OF SURVEY DESIGN

Research provides a way through this paradox. It allows thought leaders to transform 
instinct into insight and stake out differentiated positions with confidence. Without a 
solid foundation, bold claims can quickly backfire. As one North American senior VP of 
marketing in consumer goods cautioned, “Poorly validated ideas weaken credibility.”

Rather than being provocative for its own sake, the best 
thought leadership aims to say something that is both 
original and true. Research makes that possible. It’s not a 
box to check or an optional add-on; it is the engine behind 
bold thinking and distinctive insights.

What good research looks like
High satisfaction with research doesn’t come from 
following a single playbook. A diverse research ecosystem 
underpins thought leadership efforts (Figure 11). Surveys 
and polls lead the pack (52%), followed by customer 
feedback (44%) and market and competitor analysis (40%). 

The strength of any research ultimately depends 
on who participates. What organizations will you 
target? Which roles are held by the people who 
possess the relevant knowledge? How will you 
balance geography, seniority, and sector to reflect 
your audience accurately? These are strategic 
decisions, not administrative ones.

Once you’ve defined your sampling frame, the real 
challenge begins: connecting with them. Among 
the various outreach methodologies, the phone-
to-web approach stands out for its rigor, according 
to Ashok Iyer, Associate Director of Operations at 
iResearch Services. In phone-to-web, researchers 
make direct contact with target individuals first to 

verify their identity and qualifications before they 
receive the online survey. This upfront investment 
improves uptake and response quality and reduces 
dropouts later in the process.

Getting people to participate—especially busy 
professionals—requires offering something of value 
in return. This doesn’t necessarily mean financial 
incentives. Respondents are often motivated by 
early access to findings, comparative benchmarks, 
or a connection to a larger professional 
conversation. “Especially at the executive level,”  
Iyer notes, “people don’t participate for money.  
They participate for insight.”

Finding the right respondents
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Across thousands of 
qualitative comments, 
this tension surfaced 
again and again: 
How can thought 
leaders deliver original 
thinking if they are 
reluctant to say 
anything new?



SURVEY SAYS
What type of research does your organization conduct?

1 Examining datasets produced through product use or customer behavior tracking.
2 Includes work with places such as labs or research institutions

 Notes: n = 786; filtered base includes only respondents who said their organization conducts proprietary research, representing 
 78% of the total sample (n = 1,000); multiselect response.

 Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

Surveys/polls Interviews/
expert panels

Market/
competitor

analysis

Customer 
feedback collection

and analysis

Internal data
analytics1

Scientific studies2

52%
34%40%44% 37%

17%

Figure 11

Looking across the full spectrum of company sizes, several clear patterns emerge: 

�Research diversity scales with company size. There is a proportional 
relationship between company size and the number of research methods used. 
The smallest companies use an average of 1.6 research methods, while the 
largest use 2.4 methods—a 50% increase. This breadth allows larger firms to 
triangulate insights across multiple data sources, strengthening the originality 
and credibility of their thought leadership.

�Customer insights are higher priorities at larger companies. Use of customer 
feedback generally rises with company size—climbing steadily from 23% 
among small companies to 50-52% among the largest firms—suggesting 
that client-centricity becomes more embedded in research strategies as 
organizations grow.

�Advanced methods emerge at scale. Scientific studies—arguably the most 
resource-intensive research method—are used by only 8% of the smallest 
companies but rise to 24% among the largest. This likely reflects both greater 
capacity and more rigorous research expectations as firms expand.

These findings reinforce a central theme of our study: research approaches are shaped 
not only by strategic priorities, but also by organizational scale. As Global Editor-in-Chief 
of Accenture Research Emily Thornton put it, “It’s an incredible privilege to have a team  
of 300 researchers who develop insights to inform our thought leadership. Not every 
company has that ability.” While scale can unlock greater breadth and depth, smaller 
organizations with focused goals and the right partners can still produce credible, 
original research.
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THE ART OF SURVEY DESIGN

Survey research only creates value when it yields 
credible, high-quality insights. This requires 
thoughtful design, rigorous execution, and careful 
validation—especially in a world where low-
quality or AI-generated responses are increasingly 
common.

A rigorous quality assurance process includes  
three steps:

1. Validate the survey instrument: Before fielding, 
all research instruments undergo expert review to 
eliminate leading questions, prevent respondent 
fatigue, and ensure logical consistency. This 
requires a user-centered approach—with an 
editorial lens that prioritizes clarity and narrative 
flow to elicit meaningful responses.

2. Monitor data in real time: During fieldwork, 
best-in-class research firms use both AI and 
human oversight to flag suspicious behaviors such 
as speeding, straight-lining, or inconsistent logic. 

“We monitor things like how long respondents 
take, whether they’re giving the same answer 
over and over, and whether their answers actually 
make sense,” Ashok Iyer, Associate Director of 

Operations at iResearch Services explains. “For 
example, if someone says they’re at a $500 million 
company that only has 25 employees, something 
doesn’t line up. We flag those mismatches for 
further review.”

3. Evaluate data accuracy: Once data collection 
ends, the data undergo another layer of evaluation. 
It is not uncommon to cut 10–15% of responses due 
to issues with anomalies, duplicates, or fraudulent 
responses. “Collecting data is easy. Cleaning it is the 
real work,” says Iyer. Today, research firms deploy a 
range of manual and automated verification tactics 
to catch bad or AI-generated responses and protect 
data integrity.

This may sound like a lot of work, but it’s well worth  
the investment. “We’re not just checking boxes,” 
Iyer emphasizes. “We’re making sure the responses 
reflect real experience, real expertise, and real 
thought.” This disciplined approach ensures that the 
insights behind thought leadership are grounded  
in truth.

Getting good data

Regardless of size, quality depends on thoughtful design. Different research methods 
demand different types of planning, expertise, and execution—but when organizations 
make the investment, they consistently find that robust research yields dividends in 
thought leadership quality and impact.
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From insights to action: Making the most of research

Research is what separates original thought leadership from the noise. To unlock its 
value, consider the following principles to guide your approach:

�Play to your strengths. There’s no single “right” way to do research. The most effective 
teams tailor their approach and methods based on what makes their organization 
unique—whether that’s proprietary data, access to specific audiences, or strong 
internal expertise. Ask yourself:

•	 What proprietary data do we have that others don’t? 

•	 Which research methods align with our current strengths? 

•	 Where can we carve out a distinctive research advantage?

�Start with a focused brief. Strong research design begins with a clearly defined 
hypothesis. What are you trying to understand, prove, or challenge? A well-defined 
hypothesis should guide every aspect of the research process—from survey 
development to sampling and storytelling.

�Know the landscape. Before launching new research, understand what’s already been 
published, especially by competitors. A thorough competitive audit helps identify 
genuine white space opportunities and ensures your research adds something new to 
the conversation rather than echoing existing perspectives.

�Design with empathy. Good surveys are considerate of respondents’ time, perspective, 
and experience. Avoid long or confusing formats that lead to respondent fatigue—a 
major driver of low-quality data (see sidebar “The art of survey design: Asking good 
questions”). When developing a survey, put yourself in the respondent’s shoes: 
Are the questions clear and engaging? What value can you provide in exchange 
for the respondents’ time? An empathetic, user-centered approach leads to better 
participation and better responses.

�Elevate your sampling. Your survey insights are only as credible as your respondent 
pool (see sidebar “The art of survey design: Finding the right respondents”). Make 
sure your sample reflects the demographics of your target population, and don’t cut 
corners on validating participant identities and responses.

�Protect data integrity. Data validation should be layered, rigorous, and ongoing 
(see sidebar “The art of survey design: Getting good data”). Use a combination of 
human-led and AI-assisted checks to catch inconsistencies, identify low-effort or bot-
generated responses, and filter out any fraudulent responses that could undermine 
your findings. 
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How is success 
measured?

CHAPTER 4



Thought leadership has evolved into a powerful business 
engine. Only 3% of professionals report no measurable 
outcomes from their thought leadership efforts—the vast 
majority are seeing an impact on their opportunities, growth, 
and success (Figure 12).

More than half of executives (53%) say their thought 
leadership is contributing to new business growth, and 
nearly as many report improved customer retention. This 
effect is amplified at scale: 57% of very large firms report 
new business growth, 43% see increased partnership 
opportunities, and 31% say their thought leadership is 
boosting talent attraction and retention.

Our data reveal two distinct advantages that scale with organization size:

Overall business impact increases with company size. Micro businesses report an 
average of 1.9 different types of measurable outcomes, while the largest organizations  
report 2.5 different outcome types—a 32% higher impact breadth.

Partnership opportunities show similar scaling. Very large firms report a 43% benefit 
rate for partnership opportunities, compared with just 30% for micro firms. This likely 
reflects both greater visibility of enterprise thought leadership and more sophisticated 
partnership strategies.

THOUGHT LEADERSHIP PAYS OFF

3%

23%

27%

38%

43%

49%

53%

No measurable outcomes

Talent attraction/retention

Premium pricing power

Partnership opportunities

Market share increase

Existing customer retention

New business growth

What business outcomes has your organization measurably achieved through thought leadership?

Notes: n = 1,000; multiselect response.

Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

Figure 12
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of professionals report no 
measurable outcomes from their 
thought leadership efforts.

Only 3%



These patterns suggest that as organizations grow, they typically develop more 
sophisticated thought leadership approaches that deliver multidimensional business 
value. However, it’s worth noting that companies of all sizes report significant benefits—
even the smallest organizations see meaningful outcomes across multiple business 
objectives.

Thought leadership is delivering across the board—from sales and employer branding, to 
partnerships and premium pricing power. It’s not just working, it’s working hard. To refine 
initiatives further, producers and purchasers of thought leadership need to now ask: how 
do we capture this impact meaningfully?

Measurement maturity is messy
Despite its correlation with business outcomes, nearly 1 in 5 organizations (19%) cite 
measurement challenges as a barrier to effective thought leadership. The issue? 
Measurement practices are fragmented, inconsistent, and often misaligned with the real 
goals of thought leadership.

Executives are spreading their attention across multiple metrics—engagement, downloads, 
customer surveys, PR mentions—without a single measure rising to the top (Figure 13). This 

FRAGMENTED FOCUS
How important are each of these metrics to measuring thought leadership impact?

Very important Important Neither important nor unimportant Unimportant Very unimportant

PR metrics

ROI

Sales attribution

Dedicated thought 
leadership KPIs

Customer surveys
& feedback

Marketing metrics

Notes: n = 1,000; single-select response. Figures may not sum to 100% due to rounding.

Source: iResearch Services Thought Leadership Survey, Q2 2025

46% 40% 10%

3%

2%

43% 39% 12% 4%

39% 41% 15%

45% 38% 12% 1%

3%

3%

2%

2%

39% 41% 16% 4% 1%

37% 42% 18% 1%

3%

Figure 13
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lack of consensus suggests a deeper discomfort: leaders 
aren’t confident they’re tracking the right things and worry 
about placing too much trust in the “wrong” results. 

As the senior director of an upper midsize North American 
nonprofit noted, thought leadership “is a long-term 
investment, [and] using short-term metrics fails every 
time.” The CFO of a very small education and research 
organization in Asia noted, “My advice influences 
businesses in major ways, though tracking its financial 
effect isn’t easy.”

From the mouth of the CFO to our ears: attribution and 
clarity are major pain points. The executives in our research 
point to struggles with “correlation vs. causation in thought 
leadership success,” the “absence of direct sales attribution,” 
and the broader task of “quantifying metrics to dollars.” 
These gaps undermine the conviction in both the work itself and the insights used to 
justify its value. 

When everything is important, nothing is. The absence of shared standards within the 
thought leadership industry may be making it harder to benchmark performance, prove 
ROI, or secure sustained investment. This isn’t just a reporting issue, it’s a strategic risk. 
Without a robust measurement model that reflects the true strategic value of thought 
leaderships, organizations may undervalue the initiatives that drive long-term growth. 

Many of the executives who took part in our research shared frustrations with current 
measurement tools and systems, particularly when it comes to tracking ROI. “Many 
existing analytics tools aren’t built for measuring thought leadership impact effectively,” 
noted the senior marketing VP of a very large Asian real estate firm. Others pointed to 
“data inconsistencies across reporting platforms” and the challenge of there being “no 
universal way to track thought leadership effectiveness across different platforms.”

Executives point out how these issues make it difficult to go beyond surface-level 
analytics and assess how content is truly influencing its audiences. They directly draw 
attention to a lack of a clear methodology for measuring how thought leadership 
influences decision making.

“The effects of thought 
leadership may take 
time to manifest, 
making it hard to link 
specific activities to 
immediate ROI.” 

— �COO, midsize European firm, 
healthcare & medical services
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Measuring what matters
When we look closer at the metrics executives rank as 
“very important,” a pattern emerges. There’s a tendency 
toward short-term, activity-based indicators such as 
clicks, impressions, and open rates, which are easy to 
track, but not necessarily meaningful for gauging long-
term influence. Thought leadership may have originated 
in marketing at many organizations, but it’s grown into a 
multidimensional discipline with influence far beyond  
the funnel.

Organizations tend to treat thought leadership as a 
campaign-led activity—something to be deployed quickly 
to rack up engagement stats—rather than a long-term, 
research-led discipline. And industry observations suggest 
many executives expect ROI from thought leadership 
to be delivered in similar time frames as conventional sales and marketing activities. 
This narrow window creates pressure to optimize for surface-level metrics instead of 
cultivating deeper strategic value. 

This skew toward short-term thinking may be stemming from internal expectations. 
“Thought leadership is a long-term play, but stakeholders often expect quick results,” 
said a manager at a large North American manufacturer. For some organizations, this 
pressure distorts priorities. Our research finds that while leaders are eager to measure 
meaningful change—like shifts in sentiment, trust, and pricing power—they’re often 
forced to optimize for metrics that deliver immediate ROI to secure buy-in from 
investors and senior leadership.

It’s not an easy balancing act. As the IT manager of a 
small North American nonprofit put it: “You can track 
engagement, but how do you prove influence?” The 
tension between long-term strategic impact and short-
term reporting cycles is a recurring theme, and one that 
measurement models must address head-on. When it 
comes to gauging success, it’s time to shift the focus from 
what’s countable to what counts.

“CFOs demand 
short term revenue 
impact whereas 
thought leadership 
excels at long term 
engagement.” 

— �Director of Sales and Marketing, 
very large European firm, 
consumer goods & retail
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“Vanity metrics mislead 
executives.” 

— �Director, micro Asian firm, 
hospitality & tourism



Thought leadership is a catalyst for long-term 
value. But knowing how to measure its impact 
on business and society can be tricky. The 4 R’s 
framework offers thought leaders a smart way to 
plan and evaluate their work to build trust, inspire 
audiences, and generate returns.

The 4 R’s framework recognizes that the most 
impactful thought leadership builds credibility 
(Reputation), fosters connections with audiences 

(Relationships), contributes to financial success 
(Revenue), and drives meaningful change (Real-
world impact) simultaneously.

See our guide, ThinkWise: Expanding credibility 
through thought leadership, to learn tips and tools 
for using the 4 R’s to help define your organization’s 
thought leadership measurement approach. 

The 4 R’s of thought leadership

Reputation

Real-world impact 

Relationships

Revenue

Thought leadership builds 
trust, enhances brand 

perception, and positions 
your organization as a 

credible authority. 

Thought leadership contributes 
to financial success, with 
clear methods for measuring 
revenue impact and  
business growth. 

Thought leadership fosters 
connection, encourages 
meaningful dialogue, and 
highlights opportunities for 
collaboration and improvement.

Thought leadership inspires 
action that improves industries, 

markets, and society, making 
tangible differences in  

everyday lives.

The  
4 R’s
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https://www.iresearchservices.com/think-wise/thinkwise-expanding-credibility-through-thought-leadership/#:~:text=Our%20latest%20guide%2C%20ThinkWise%3A%20Expanding,data%2Dbacked%2C%20impactful%20insights.
https://www.iresearchservices.com/think-wise/thinkwise-expanding-credibility-through-thought-leadership/#:~:text=Our%20latest%20guide%2C%20ThinkWise%3A%20Expanding,data%2Dbacked%2C%20impactful%20insights.


From insights to action: Defining meaningful metrics

To close the gap between effort and impact, thought leadership measurement practices 
need to mature. As a producer or purchaser, you can help this by:

�Establish your primary mission. Define what you want your thought leadership to 
achieve, whether it’s a change in brand perception, recognition in new categories, 
influencing regulators or investors, or something else. Build your KPIs around the signals 
of meaningful progress towards those goals.

�Push for dedicated KPIs. Our research finds that 82% of organizations recognize 
the importance of dedicated thought leadership KPIs, so it’s time to formalize them. 
Consider metrics such as:

•	 Percentage of pipeline influenced by your thought leadership initiative

•	 Share of voice in strategic topics or media

•	 Reputation uplift among target audiences

•	 Decision-maker sentiment or stakeholder trust

�Balance short- and long-term impact. Thought leadership won’t always tie back to 
a conversion, but that doesn’t mean it’s not working. Track short-term engagement 
alongside long-term brand indicators like buyer trust, executive influence, or brand 
recognition in new markets.

�Follow a framework. Any structured approach to planning and measuring thought 
leadership will yield better results than ad hoc production. At iResearch, we’ve found that 
using the 4 R’s framework helps track whether content is not only generating revenue 
but also delivering on less tangible, long-term goals (see sidebar “The Four R’s of thought 
leadership”). Whether it’s the 4 R’s model or something else, a clear framework helps 
anchor your thought leadership strategy on measuring what matters most. 
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Conclusion: The 
future of thought 
leadership 



Our research confirms what many have suspected: when done well, thought leadership 
acts as a strategic engine to drive growth, build trust, and expand influence. Respondents 
overwhelmingly report measurable results from their thought leadership efforts—from 
new business and talent acquisition to brand reputation and market relevance. 

Yet for all its strategic promise, the discipline stands at an inflection point. The chaos  
we set out to clarify is, in many ways, self-inflicted. Fragmented teams, strained  
resources, and unclear ownership all conspire to create a gap between thought 
leadership’s potential and its reality. The full value remains underappreciated, if not 
entirely untapped. 

Foundations for success

The future of thought leadership belongs to the organizations that recognize it as a 
strategic capability in its own right—not just as a marketing tactic or content category. The 
firms making intentional choices about its ownership, investing in quality research, and 
measuring what matters most to their business goals are the ones that will use thought 
leadership to open doors, challenge existing thinking, and create real-world value.  
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Clear ownership and governance: Whether housed in marketing,  
a standalone department, or distributed across the business, thought 
leadership thrives with cross-functional collaboration and dedicated resources. 

A strategic content mix: Instead of chasing format trends, successful 
organizations are focused on producing a balanced portfolio of assets 
that showcases their strengths and meets their audiences where they are. 
Excellence isn’t about being everywhere; it’s about consistency, quality,  
and relevance. 

Rigorous research: Original insights are the fuel for stand-out thought 
leadership, transforming ideas and opinions into credible conversations. 
Organizations that invest in proprietary data are set up to produce content 
with genuine differentiation and impact. 

Measuring what matters: Counting clicks can’t identify successful thought 
leadership on its own. To truly determine the success of thought leadership, 
firms must find a framework to capture short- and long-term metrics. 
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