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Thought leadership has become a highly 
effective marketing tool in the 30 years  
since it was first coined as a term for  
sharing insights on the future of business. 
Why? Because done well, it grabs attention, builds respect  
and trust, and ultimately sparks new sales – generating an  
average return on investment of 156%, 16x other approaches.

But so much of what is produced every week fails  
to hit the mark – it’s bland, uninspiring and missing a  
huge opportunity: CEOs spend around four hours a week 
consuming thought leadership and 80% say the quality  
of this influences where they award deals. Getting it  
right matters.

As a content agency of experienced journalists, we’ve created 
a formula of three simple questions to get thought leadership 
right, every time. It’s been developed over 11 years working 
with 250-plus clients in 19 countries – and now we’re  
sharing it.

Sweating – really sweating – the answers to these three 
questions before you write a single word is the best thing  
you can do. 

In this paper we’re going to walk you through six examples 
from some of the best thought leaders in the business, setting 
out exactly how each of them follows and applies these rules 
to hook readers in and keep them reading. 

The upshot? You’ll understand exactly how to do the same  
in your own thought leadership. 80%
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Why am I reading this?
Just think how you feel as a  
reader – you’re not going to read 
something that doesn’t interest  
you. You need to be excited. To be 
grabbed by the headline, the sub-
heading, the first paragraphs – and 
given reasons to continue reading. 
Too often companies just assume 
people should be interested in what 
they have to say instead of working 
hard to interest them. Keep what you 
write lively. And keep it focused – 
demonstrating clearly why your 
audience should care about what  
you are saying.

Why am I reading this now?
Good thought leadership adds to a 
conversation. What’s new, what’s 
current, what’s insightful about what 
you have to say? Why is it different  
to any other piece on the same topic?  
It could be some new data you’ve 
generated or analysed, or a solution 
that your company has developed. 
Make it clear at the very top of the 
piece what is fresh and original  
about your take – and make sure the 
headline onwards reflects this.

Ready to learn? Let’s go… 
Three questions that will change your  
thought leadership forever.
As with any piece of writing, thought leadership needs to capture and  
– crucially – retain attention amid a sea of competing distractions. 

To do that, you need to make sure that the audience understands the  
answers to the following three questions as quickly as possible:

You may be wondering why these three are so important  
– let’s unpick them.

Why am I reading this?Q1

Q2

Q3

Why am I reading this now?

Why am I reading this here?

Q1 Q2

Why am I reading this here?
This is particularly relevant for 
corporate content. You need to 
demonstrate early on what expertise 
or experience you have that means 
readers should listen to you on this 
subject. What are the proof points  
– stats, case studies, relevant 
experiences – that support what 
you’re saying? Credibility in thought 
leadership leans heavily on authority, 
so spell this out clearly and 
compellingly, grounding your 
arguments in real-world evidence  
as much as possible.

Q3
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Moving from principles to practice:
Great thought leadership in action
Getting in the habit of asking and answering each of these three 
questions carefully and thoughtfully before you start writing 
anything will pay off significantly. It’s the crucial first step in 
creating better thought leadership and building the interest  
and trust that leads to more customers and increased sales. 

It’s a step that shouldn’t be rushed. But it’s not enough on its own. 
These whys – the building blocks of your thought leadership – need 
to be obvious to your readers, too. 

That means carefully crafting the headline, sub-heading and first 
three paragraphs so it’s blazingly clear why your readers should 
give you their time – and what they will gain if they do.

To explore what making your point effectively looks like in reality, 
let’s walk through some examples that demonstrate this formula  
in action, explaining exactly why it works in each case.

The State of 
Aviation 2025

Big strides  
for small law 

Could net-zero AI 
become a reality?

The real barrier  
to AI adoption

New Diligence 
Challenge

Make your sustainability 
report great 
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Why am I reading this?
The very title of this report suggests 
it’s going to be a worthwhile and 
informed look at current trends in 
aviation. It’s going to appeal to leaders 
in this sector or related industries – 
and possibly also those interested  
in business trends more broadly.

Why am I reading this now?
Having picked up the report we need 
to be convinced quickly that we will 
gain something worthwhile from 
reading it. The subheading (“Can  
the aviation industry soar to new 
heights, or will headwinds slow its 
progress?”) keeps our interest by 
appearing well-informed about both 
the opportunities and the challenges 
facing the sector. Three paragraphs 
in, we are offered the promise of 
“solid facts, careful analysis and  
hard-earned insights”.

Why am I reading this here?
McKinsey has a stellar reputation  
as a global consultancy and so it 
doesn’t work too hard in proving its 
expertise to the reader. In fact, this  
is one criticism of this report: it could 
be clearer, sooner, that it is based  
on their analysis of the financial 
performance data of more than  
100 airlines: the statistics on page 3 
are lacking a source.

Q1 Q2 Q3

What is it?  An industry ‘state of play’ report from global management consultants 
McKinsey setting out the challenges and opportunities facing the aviation industry.

Great thought leadership in action

The State of Aviation 2025 
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Why am I reading this?
The energy-guzzling demands of AI 
are a hot topic. The headline neatly 
captures the issue with the phrase 
“net-zero AI” and suggests there  
may be a solution.

Why am I reading this now?
The sub-heading promises us “new 
analysis” of the issue, encouraging 
us to read on. Meanwhile the first 
paragraph demonstrates how 
pressing the issue is: “by 2026 data 
centres worldwide, including those 
used to run AI, could use as much 
electricity as Japan, according to  
the IEA”. 

Why am I reading this here?
The first point in the “At a glance” 
section at the top of the article  
tells us that PwC has done its  
own modelling for this research – 
signalling that the company has 
something original to contribute  
to the discussion.

Q1 Q2 Q3

What is it?  An article describing research by professional services  
firm PwC into how to resolve the high energy use of AI.

Great thought leadership in action

Could net-zero AI become a reality? 
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Great thought leadership in action

New Diligence Challenge:  
Uncovering AI Risks and Opportunities 

What is it?  A list from global consultancy Bain that explains why evaluating AI’s potential 
impact on a company is now a critical due diligence step for dealmakers and investors.

Why am I reading this?
The subheading of this article tells  
us that it is going to offer insights from 
the world of “financial sponsors and 
M&A dealmakers”. As such it could  
be useful for people working in that 
world, but also for those leading 
companies that could be acquired –  
as well as a wider business audience.

Why am I reading this now?
The headline flags that the piece 
contains something “new”. With  
AI adoption spreading across 
businesses, the first paragraph  
of this piece gives us the interesting 
insight that AI is now a key 
component in the way acquirers 
analyse a target company. It goes  
on to say that it is a significant 
enough factor to have made 
acquirers turn down deals, but  
also to spot new opportunities.

Why am I reading this here?
The whole tone of the piece is that  
of an insider. Bain is demonstrating 
that it knows this field, as seen in  
the phrase “most acquirers tell us”.  
It provides case study examples  
and shares knowledge about key 
steps to take.

Q1 Q2 Q3
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Great thought leadership in action

Big strides for small law  
What is it?  This scrolling interactive from FTSE 100 information and analytics group  
RELX explains how AI is levelling the playing field for small law practitioners.

Why am I reading this?
The headline, sub-heading and first 
paragraph all signal that this piece  
is relevant for smaller legal firms. So 
it’s most likely to appeal to those in 
that sector, although anyone with an 
interest in how AI is applied could  
also be interested.

Why am I reading this now?
The first paragraph explains  
that having revolutionised other 
industries, AI is now reaching 
smaller legal firms – and it’s having  
a big impact. So it’s the right time  
to understand what’s happening.

Why am I reading this here?
Through a series of case study 
examples, the article demonstrates 
understanding of the challenges that 
small law firms face. These firms 
have been helped by adopting new 
AI tools provided by LexisNexis  
Legal and Professional, part of  
RELX, which comes across as an 
authoritative voice.  

Q1 Q2 Q3
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Great thought leadership in action
The real barrier to AI adoption isn’t 
technology – it’s trust  

What is it?  A chart-led analysis of new survey data from professional services 
company Deloitte exploring the widening gap between AI access and AI adoption.

Why am I reading this?
“AI adoption” is a key topic for any 
business right now. The headline  
on this piece suggests it is going to 
provide some insights on how to boost 
AI adoption, while the subhead builds 
intrigue by suggesting that data from 
Deloitte’s survey shows a widening 
gap between those who have access 
to AI technology and those who 
actually use it. 

Why am I reading this now?
All of the material here is informed 
by the results of a recent survey.  
The AI hype is clearly substantial  
and sustained, but – as the top chart 
onwards in this infographic shows 
– how much actual value businesses 
are realising from adopting it 
continues to be unclear.

Why am I reading this here?
Deloitte has carried out this  
survey of 17,000 workers in a  
wide range of different industries, 
including consumer, financial 
services, life sciences, energy  
and industrials. This provides a 
significant body of evidence on  
which to build data-driven and 
therefore credible insights.

Q1 Q2 Q3

Not all thought leadership needs to be written…
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Great thought leadership in action
Make your sustainability report great  
with tips from an awards judge  

And, finally, one of our own…

What is it?  A knowledge-sharing article from established content agency FirstWord 
Media sharing expert insights on what “good” looks like in sustainability reporting.

Why am I reading this?
The headline is clearly reaching out to 
anyone involved in making 
sustainability reports and signals that 
this article will help them in their task. 

Why am I reading this now?
The first paragraph describes the 
increasing importance of 
sustainability reports in modern 
business and how reporting will soon 
become mandatory in the EU and 
elsewhere – so it’s a growing field.

Why am I reading this here?
The sub-heading tells us that the 
article has been written by Mike 
Scott, who was a judge for the 
Reuters Global Sustainability Awards 
2025 and so has great expertise on 
this subject. He also writes for 
FirstWord clients.

Q1 Q2 Q3
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One more (important) thing  
to consider…
Don’t underestimate the importance of layout and design in 
creating something interesting and attention-grabbing. No matter 
how great your story is, it simply won’t be read if it’s presented as  
a dense wall of text. 

Compelling presentation and packaging are key to pulling in your 
audience – and keeping them engaged.
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Making your content stay ahead  
– every time
In summary, success in thought leadership comes  
from offering new insights, based on deep expertise  
and knowledge, that add something original and  
different to an existing conversation and are  
well presented. 

Taking the time to plan how to deliver on these points will make  
sure your content hits home. And our three simple questions will 
help you do that.

Vast amounts of thought leadership is published every day and 
much of it is dull, dry, unfocused and overly long. 

Creating fresh, concise and deeply relevant content is how you pack 
a punch – and ultimately influence more customers to buy from you.

Let us help you!
Need some help translating your company’s ideas and 
expertise into compelling thought leadership?

It often takes journalistic expertise to pull out the most 
interesting details from interviews with experts and then 
shape these into a compelling narrative.

So if you’re ready to make your thought leadership soar, email 
info@firstword.co.uk to get started.
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