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“There’s a lot of thought leadership out there, but most of it is
useless.

Buyers are swimming in an ocean of insights that don’t actually say
anything. Opinions are carefully stripped of controversy. Executive
headshots are placed above articles that could have been written by
anyone, anywhere, about anything.

It’s a sad situation, because, done properly, thought leadership can be one
of the most powerful selling tools. 71% of B2B buyers think thought
leadership is more effective than conventional marketing at demonstrating

a vendor’s value. 79% are more likely to advocate internally for a vendor
whose thought leadership they respect. And 82% say that reading
executive-authored content builds their trust in a company.

So, the issue isn’t that thought leadership doesn’t work, it clearly does. The
problem is that most content calling itself thought leadership isn’t that at
all.”

Chris Godfrey — Founder, Freelance Words
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What good thought leadership actually looks like

The best thought leadership content makes the reader feel
they’ve learned something they couldn’t find elsewhere. That
may sound simple, but it disqualifies an enormous sum of
content before it’s even written.

Good thought leadership takes a genuine position. It doesn’t sit
carefully in the middle of every argument, hedge its bets, or say
“it depends” so many times the reader gives up. Taking a
position means being willing to be wrong, and that’s exactly
what makes it worth reading.

Good thought leadership content is also specific. “Many
companies struggle with digital transformation” is not an
insight, it’s a filler sentence.

The good stuff names the problem precisely, identifies who it
affects, and explains what to do differently. It uses real data,
real industries, and real scenarios. It carries the author’s
fingerprints, referencing specific conversations, real decisions,
and lessons learned from things that went wrong. Readers can
feel the difference between an article written from experience
and one that’s been assembled from search results.

Most critically, worthwhile thought leadership serves the reader,
not the brand. The moment it starts feeling like a product pitch,
the reader’s interest is gone.

Research shows that B2B buyers consume an average of
13 pieces of content before they engage a vendor, and
that 80% of the buying journey is complete before a
sales rep even enters the picture.

The content a buyer encounters during their
independent research phase is doing all the work. It
needs to earn trust, not simply fill a space.

What bad thought leadership looks like

If good thought leadership takes a position, bad thought
leadership actively avoids one. You’ll recognise it immediately:
vague words about how “Al is transforming everything” without
any specifics, global trends explained to a level of abstraction
that they’re useless to anyone making a big decision.

Then there’s stealth advertising. This is the practice of dressing
up product marketing in the language of opinion, hoping readers
won’t notice that every insight supports the buying of your
product. Well, readers do notice — and it destroys credibility
faster than having no content at all.

Ideas that have been so heavily edited by legal, comms, and
senior management that nothing interesting survives are also a
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dead end. The instinct to remove anything that could possibly
cause offence is understandable, but the result is content that
offends no one and persuades no one. It’s just more dross.

Also, watch out for showing your age: presenting a trend that
peaked eighteen months ago as breaking news doesn’t say your
finger is on the pulse it says quite the opposite.

MOST THOUGHT LEADERSHIP CONTENT
ISN’T CUTTING THROUGH
The glut of mediocrity: Over 71% of B2B decision-makers
state that half, or less than half, of the thought leadership
they consume provides valuable insights.

The "sea of sameness": 63% of US and UK B2B buyers
report that content is too generic, while 58% cite a lack of
originalideas or information.

Relevance over scale: Up to 72% of B2B audiences feel
the market is oversaturated with uninteresting, low-effort
content, a problem heavily exacerbated by generic Al.

A 2025 study found that 66% of B2B buyers won’t work
with a provider who produces poor-quality thought
leadership. Quality is a gatekeeping mechanism not a
nice-to-have.

The Al problem

There’s one more variety of bad thought leadership worth
addressing separately. It’s the kind that’s produced at scale by
machines, at no meaningful cost, by people who have given up
the intellectual work that makes thought leadership worth
reading.

The numbers here are striking. According to analysis by SEO
firm Graphite, Al-generated content now accounts for more
than half of all English-language material on the web.

On LinkedIn specifically, there has been a 189% increase in Al-
generated posts since the launch of ChatGPT, with more than
half of long-form content suspected to be machine-written.

Our latest Your buyers are reading
thought leadership
article looks like slop.
Who wrote this?

this content daily. They

ereCY know what it looks like.

SCALE
RESULTS

Research by content

platform Bynder found

that 50% of consumers

can now correctly
identify Al-generated
copy, and 52%

disengage entirely
when they suspect content is Al-generated, regardless of its
quality.
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Itis worth being clear about what this means in practice. The
issue is not that Al tools have no place in the content process.
They’re very useful for research, structural planning, and editing
support. The specific problem is Al-generated thought
leadership: output that has the surface appearance of an
opinion but carries none of the authority, intellectual risk, or
first-hand experience that makes an opinion worth reading. A
senior buyer who has been consuming industry content for
many years has a well-calibrated instinct for this. They can feel
the absence of a real person behind the words.

The wider market is respondingin lock step:

Preference for Al-generated content has fallen from 60% in 2023

The best formats for B2B thought leadership

to just 26% today. Mentions of “Al slop” increased ninefold
during 2025, and Merriam-Webster named “slop” its Word of

the Year. This is not a fringe reaction from a small group of
content purists. It’s a measurable shift in how buyers are
relating to the material they encounter, and it has direct
implications for any organisation using Al-generated content as
the primary engine of its thought leadership output.

The practical conclusion is this: the more machine-generated
content floods the channels your buyers use, the more
differentiated genuine human thinking becomes. Whether that
represents a problem or an opportunity depends entirely on
which side of the line your content falls.

Format matters, but it matters less than substance. A great idea
in the wrong format still beats a mediocre idea in the right one.
That said, different formats serve different purposes, and
choosing wisely can dramatically extend the reach of any
single idea.

Long-form articles and op-eds, typically between 800 and
1,500 words, are well suited to nuanced argument. They
perform well on LinkedIn as native articles, in trade

publications, and on .
THE GOLDEN RULE: pick the

company blogs where .
format your audience actually

SEO matters.
uses, not the one that’s

Proprietary research and  easiest for you to produce.
data-led reports carry

enormous authority. You don’t need a massive survey to make
them work: a well-analysed study of 150 senior decision-makers
in your sector can give you something no one else has, and that

exclusivity is valuable.

Short-form LinkedIn posts are frequently the highest-reach
format. A focused point of view in 150 to 300 words, posted
directly from an individual’s profile, can outperform a full-length
article when it comes to raw engagement
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Video and podcast appearances can add a dimension of
authenticity that written content cannot fully replicate.

Newsletters build an owned audience over time, which is
arguably the most durable asset in the whole content toolkit.

Who writes the article, and does it matter?

The question that sits behind almost every conversation about
thought leadership is not “what should we say” but “who is
going to write it?” From what | see in most organisations, the
answer is that nobody quite knows.

Senior people have the ideas but rarely the time or inclination to
write at length.

Marketing teams can write, but are often kept too far from the
strategy to produce genuine insight.

The result is a stalemate in which the thinking stays inside
people’s heads and the content either never appears, or it does
appear, butin a form so thoroughly managed that all the
interesting thinking has been squeezed out of it.

It’s worth being honest about something the content industry
often sidesteps: Most executive thought leadership has
always involved a degree of ghostwriting. | provide this service
all the time for all kinds of people and all types of businesses.
Political speeches, CEO books, and published opinion pieces

have rarely been produced by the
named author on their own. (Or
do you think Donald Trump wrote
“The Art of the Deal” himself?)

What matters is not whether
someone helped draft the
sentences, it’s whether the ideas
are genuinely the author’s own.
Whether the perspective is consistent with how that person
actually thinks and talks, and whether the author is prepared to
stand behind the content publicly.

An executive who contributes a real argument - a specific
observation drawn from client work or a view about where the
industry is heading that they would share freely in a meeting,
and then works with a skilled writer to give it shape and
structure, is producing something authentic. That authenticity is
detectable. So is its absence - and readers are better at
detecting it than most marketing teams assume.

The practical implication: if your senior people have things
worth saying, who finishes the writing is secondary. Find a
process that keeps their actual thinking at the centre of the
output. A good writer should capture a voice, notreplace it. If
the process starts with a content calendar rather than a genuine
conversation, the resulting content will almost certainly reflect
that.



Distribution: where many B2B brands get it wrong Sales and business development teams are another

underused distribution channel. A frontline person sharing the
Creating content and distributing content are two separate right piece of content with a prospect at the right point in the
skills. In my experience, most organisations are only genuinely sales process is more targeted than any paid campaign.

good at one of them.
Lastly, and most importantly, repurpose aggressively.

Linkedln is non-negotiable for UK B2B audiences. But a 2025
report that analysed 1.8 million LinkedIn posts, found that
company pages now reach just 1.6% of their followers
organically, down from 7% in 2021. Meanwhile, individual

A whitepaper should become a Linkedln series, a webinar
talking point, a sales enablement asset, and an email
newsletter article. One good idea, produced once and
distributed intelligently, beats seven average ideas churned out

profiles reach between 10% and 25% of first-degree

connections, with personal posts generating up to eight times every week.

more engagement than equivalent company page posts. The
implication is clear: senior people need to post in their own Tactics that drive engagement

names not on the company page.
Good distribution gets eyes on your content. Good tactics keep

Earned media still carries weight that owned media can’t people reading and sharing it.

replicate. A byline in Management Today, The Drum, or a well-

regarded trade publication gives you enormous credibility. For * Lead with the surprising angle, not a clickbait headline

organisations without massive brand recognition, this really buta genuine inversion of what your reader expects to

matters. 53% of B2B buyers say strong thought leadership hear. This disrupts the autopilot that most senior buyers

content can outweigh brand recognition when they’re evaluating have developed after years of reading the same content

vendors. in the same order again and again.

Email newsletters outperform social media for conversion, * Use original data even when the scale is modest. “I/e

almost without exception. An engaged list of 5,000 subscribers interviewed 120 UK finance directors over three months”

is worth far more than 50,000 LinkedIn followers you don’t is far more compelling than citing a Gartner report that

control and can’t contact directly. every competitor is also citing. It demonstrates actual
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investment in understanding your market, and it gives
journalists and other writers a reason to quote you.

CASE STUDY: How Gong built category authority through data-
led content

The revenue intelligence platform Gong is worth studying as an
example of data-led thought leadership executed consistently over
time.

Rather than producing general opinion content, the company built
its content strategy almost entirely around original research drawn
from its own platform.

The effect was distinctive. Gong had access to proprietary data that
competitors did not, and used it to produce insights about effective
selling that were genuinely exclusive. Sales professionals read
Gong reports because the content taught them something useful
about their own work. By the time they entered a buying process,
Gong already had significant authority in their minds.

If your organisation has access to data or insight that is
genuinely exclusive to your work, building content around that
will outperform general commentary on shared industry trends
every time.

Ground abstract ideas in real conversations.
Referencing a specific discussion you have had, without
necessarily naming the individual, adds texture and

credibility that generic statements about “industry
trends” never can.

On LinkedlIn, timing is everything. The highest
engagement has shifted from midday on Tuesdays,
Wednesdays, and Thursdays to late afternoon and
evening between approximately 4pm and 8pm. Posting
data consistently shows meaningful differences in reach

based purely on when your content goes live. It sounds
minor until you actually test it. Also, be sure to reply to
every substantive comment with a point that extends the
conversation rather than just thanking people for
engaging. The LinkedIn algorithm rewards it, and it’s how
a post that normally stops generating reach after two
days can keep running for a week.

Serialise the thinking. A three-part Linkedln series on a
single topic, published across three weeks, trains your
audience to come back. Each instalment should work as
a standalone piece but also reward the readers who
followed the whole series.

When a piece of organic content outperforms
expectations, allocate modest paid budget to extend its
reach to lookalike audiences. You’re amplifying
something that has already proven it works, which is a
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very different proposition from boosting content that has
never been tested.

e And finally, collaborate. Co-authoring a piece or hosting
a conversation with a respected voice from an adjacent
field doubles your distribution, adds credibility to both
parties, and tends to produce something more
interesting than either would have written independently.

The business case for thought leadership

Most of what has been covered in this whitepaper is the
marketing argument for thought leadership: it builds trust,
shapes perception, and keeps your brand relevant during the
long period before a buyer enters an active purchasing process.
All of that is true. However, there’s also a harder commercial
case worth making...

60% of global B2B decision-makers say they’re willing to pay

a premium to work with an organisation that produces strong
thought leadership than one that does not. That’s a pricing
conversation, and it’s being shaped by your content long before
a sales team enters the room.

Additionally, 86% of decision-makers say they would be more
likely to invite a company into an RFP process based on its
thought leadership content. However, only 38% of content
producers anticipate that outcome.

The gap between the commercial return buyers attribute to
good content and the return producers expectis one of the
more underestimated inefficiencies in B2B marketing, and it
points toward a significant mismatch in how thought leadership
programmes are being resourced.

There’s also a defensive dimension that often gets overlooked:

A quarter of decision-makers have ended or meaningfully
scaled back a supplier relationship specifically because of
thought leadership produced by a competitor. Your existing
customers are reading content all the time. If a well-argued
piece from a competitor reshapes how they think about a
problem you were supposed to be solving, that’s a commercial
consequence that won’t appear in any web analytics report.

The organisations that measure thought leadership primarily by
traffic, shares, and comments are looking at the wrong
numbers. The commercial value sits much further upstream, in
the assumptions buyers are forming about your expertise long
before they have any reason to request a proposal.

In conclusion

B2B buyers in 2026 are more sceptical than at any pointin
recent memory, and they have good reason to be. They’re
operating in a content environment where volume has increased
dramatically but quality has not kept pace, and many of them
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have become highly effective at filtering out work that was never
really meant for them.

That creates a genuine commercial opening for organisations
willing to invest in content that takes a real position and earns
its authority honestly. The competition in that particular space
is considerably thinner than it looks.

Before your next piece of thought leadership goes live, do
something most organisations never do: audit one existing
example against the criteria in this paper. Read it as a senior
buyer would, someone who has already consumed a dozen
pieces of content this week and found most of them forgettable.
Ask whether your piece takes a real position. Whether it’s
specific enough to be wrong. Whether it carries any evidence
that the author has actually spent time with this problem rather
than simply read about it. Whether it would hold up if someone
started asking difficult questions in public.

Most organisations that go through that exercise find they have
more work to do than they expected. Not because their people
lack genuine ideas, but because good thinking tends to get
smoothed out between the first conversation and the
published version.

The organisations building content processes that keep the real
thinking intact are operating with a meaningful advantage, and
right now, there are fewer of them than you might think.

Freelance Words

Thought leadership isn’t a secondary marketing channel. For
many B2B organisations it’s the primary mechanism through
which buyers form a view of your credibility, your expertise, and
ultimately whether your company is worth their time. Every
article, post, and publication says something about you that
advertising cannot.

Freelance Words has been
producing thought
leadership content for B2B

organisations for more -

. i -\ -
than thirty years. If you = . = Ao PTEE
would like a direct o

conversation about
your content, please
getin touch.

Chris Godfrey
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