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A 2021 Profiting from Thought Leadership 
Best Practices Study Led by Data Visualization Guru Bill Shander

Over the last decade, data visualization tools swept through 
digital newsrooms and magazine editorial offices of 

newspaper and magazine publishers worldwide. Sites such 
as NYTimes.com, WashingtonPost.com, NationalGeographic.
com, and many others featured interactive charts, articles 
whose videos, words and pictures were unveiled through 
“scrolly-telling,” and other digital accoutrements that wowed 
their viewers.

They have made the previous two decades of online publica-
tions look like a bunch of Model T’s in a modern-day garage 
teeming with the latest Teslas, Maseratis and Jaguars.

The B2B world of thought leadership – of professional ser-
vices, financial services, software and other companies that 
sell high-ticket, complex offerings to other organizations –  
finally has begun to dabble in data viz, as the topic is increas-
ingly referred to. But that dabbling looks like it’s ready to  
explode. Indeed, 46% of 314 B2B companies we surveyed in 
the fall of 2020 were using interactive tools to help web view-
ers tailor survey results to their circumstances. About a third 
were using scrolly-telling in their articles.

Yet we’re still in the infancy of such digital presentation of 
complex content. The opportunities for thought leadership 
marketing and research professionals are substantial and 
largely untapped. To help B2B companies capitalize on data  
visualization in their presentation of thought leadership  
content, this research will deeply explore such issues as:

• What are the best users of data viz doing that B2B firms 
should adopt in their presentation of thought leadership 
content? How can these fast-evolving tools be used by 
editorial, research, and marketing professionals to get 
their content viewed more widely, taken more seriously, 
and acted upon more vigorously?

• What are the best ways to get data viz professionals in-
volved in decisions on how to present thought leadership 
content? Do they need to be involved much earlier –  
e.g., in the content development process (long before some-
one drafts the prose for a research report or white paper)? 

• How do leading media companies organize and run their 
editorial, graphic design, web design, research and data  
visualization teams? What are the keys to working togeth-
er as a unified, highly creative and productive team?

THE TOPIC
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Bill Shander is an internationally recognized expert on 
data visualization, data storytelling and information  
design. His clients have included PwC, American 
Express, the World Bank, and the United Nations. 

Bill will lead this research, which will explore how 
today’s best adopters of data visualization – in and 
(especially) outside of B2B companies – are dazzling 
their digital audiences. Our research will prescribe core 
practices that B2B companies can adopt to dramati-
cally improve the way they communicate their thought 
leadership content online.

THE TOPIC (continued)
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THE AUDIENCE
Professional services companies and other B2B companies 
of all sizes – from $10 million to $50 billion or more –  
located anywhere in the world – that compete on the basis of 
thought leadership:

• Professional services firms: management consulting, IT
services, law, accounting, architecture & engineering, etc.

• Financial services: private wealth management, invest-
ment banking, and venture capital

• Software: enterprise applications and other tools

• Healthcare and pharma

• Research companies

• Other B2B companies that sell complex, high-ticket
services and products to other organizations.

Research sponsors will be companies that have dabbled or 
dived deeply into data visualization and that want to raise their 
game significantly.

The people in those organizations who will benefit the most 
from our study will be chief marketing officers, heads of 
thought leadership research, editorial directors, and data  
visualization professionals.

THE VALUE
Research sponsors will get an in-depth understanding of how 
leading users of data visualization come up with their ideas 
and turn them into digital forms. Sponsors will thus get a firm 
grounding on how to power up their thought leadership  
content with data visualization.

Sponsors will be able to:

• Accelerate the data visualization work that is already in
place within their organizations

• Make mid-stream corrections to initiatives in progress

• Understand how to move from novices to masters
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THE RESEARCH PROCESS
Bill and his research team will work with research sponsors 
to hone the research topic to their needs, articulate the initial 
hypotheses (which will guide the questions and practices we 
investigate), and determine which organizations to research.

The research team will then set up interviews at 15 to 20 lead-
ing users of data visualization, using a structured question-
naire to explore the topics at hand. (Target companies so far 
include the NYTimes.com, WashingtonPost.com, ProPublica, 
Capital One, and more.)

The team will record those interviews and analyze the  
transcripts and work of these best-practice companies. Our 
researchers will then present their findings to the research 
sponsors through the following formats:

• Monthly videoconferences, each of which explores a key
facet of the research

• A final videoconference at which the final results will be
presented

The research report itself will be an interactive, password-pro-
tected experience that is closed to the general public and open 
only to research sponsors. 
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THE RESEARCH TEAM

Bill Shander has been doing
data visualization for his entire 
career. Educated as a journalist, 
he has spent 25 years working 
with clients as a consultant, 
designer, and creator of interac-
tive experiences. He is LinkedIn 
Learning’s data visualization 
expert, with six courses on the 

subject. He also teaches data literacy, data analytics, data sto-
rytelling, and data visualization for corporate teams around the 
world. And he is a Lecturer at the University of Vermont, with a 
new class that launched January 2021, called “Data Visualiza-
tion and Communication.” Bill also serves on the board of the 
Data Visualization Society, a quickly growing global community 
of 17,000 data visualization professionals. Bill’s clients include 
multiple U.S. government agencies, the World Bank, United 
Nations, Microsoft, PwC, MIT, American Express, and many 
more. Bill’s website is www.billshander.com.

Bob Buday is co-direc-
tor of Profiting from Thought 
Leadership, and CEO of Buday 
Thought Leadership Partners. 
Bob co-founded the pioneering 
thought leadership marketing 
consultancy Bloom Group in 
1998 before launching his new 
firm in March 2020. He has led 

six major studies on thought leadership marketing over the 
last 15 years; has authored two Harvard Business Review 
articles and helped his clients publish more than 30 others in 
HBR, and was the lead author on the 2008 book, Thoughts on 
Thought Leadership. Over the years, Bob’s clients have includ-
ed Deloitte, Tata Consultancy Services, ZS Associates,  
L.E.K. Consulting, Microsoft, and the Hudson Institute..

Jason Mlicki is co-director of
Profiting from Thought Leader-
ship and principal of Rattleback. 
He has been a prolific author 
on growth strategy and thought 
leadership marketing topics. His 
firm provides thought leadership 
marketing for professional ser-
vices and software as a service 

firms (SaaS). Rattleback’s clients over the years have included 
L.E.K. Consulting, Ohio State University’s National Center for
the Middle Market, Dale Carnegie, Deltek and Infosys.

https://billshander.com/
https://budaytlp.com/
https://budaytlp.com/
https://www.rattleback.com/
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THE TIMELINE

THE SPONSORSHIP LEVELS AND FEES
We offer three sponsorship levels, which will vary based on the degree to which sponsors want to be involved in the research and 
seek our assistance in putting it into practice in their firms.

POWERING UP THOUGHT LEADERSHIP
RESEARCH SPONSORSHIP LEVELS

Level 1 - Just the Findings Level 2 – Participate in the Process Level 3 – Get to Best Practices

• Interactive research report • Interactive research report • Interactive research report

• Input on research design • Input on research design

• Participation in monthly video  
  conferences and final conference

• Participation in monthly video  
  conferences and final conference

• Consulting assistance in putting  
  the best practices into use

$15,000 $25,000 $50,000

This research will begin once the 5th sponsor has come aboard, 
and will be conducted and presented over four months, with a 
targeted start date of Feb. 1, 2021 and conclusion by May 31. 
Key dates:

• Feb. 1: Kickoff videoconference call (No. 1)

• Feb. 15: Research design set (topics of exploration, key 
hypotheses and interview guide)

• Feb. 16: Research interviews begin (best practice firms, 
including sponsors)

• March 15: Interim research findings (videoconference No. 2)

• April 19: Interim research findings videoconference No. 3)

• May 17: Final research findings (videoconference No. 4) 

• May 31: Interactive research report site open to sponsors
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ABOUT PROFITING FROM THOUGHT LEADERSHIP
Profiting from Thought Leadership provides research, educa-
tion and training that helps B2B companies compete on the 
basis of thought leadership. For the last five years, PTL has 
run the world’s premier conference for thought leadership 
professionals, Profiting from Thought Leadership. More than 
100 people attended PTL’s virtual event in November 2020, 
including speakers from McKinsey & Company, Harvard Busi-
ness Review, Deloitte, Accenture, Innosight, Dale Carnegie, and 
Infosys. PTL is a joint venture of Buday Thought Leadership 
Partners and Rattleback.

Profiting from Thought Leadership
www.thoughtleadershipseminar.com

WHO TO CONTACT
John Shannon, Buday Thought Leadership Partners.  
Email is johns@budaytlp.com 

John Randolph, Buday Thought Leadership Partners.  
Email is johnr@budaytlp.com

All Data Visualization in the document created by Bill Shander

https://www.thoughtleadershipseminar.com/
mailto:johns%40budaytlp.com?subject=
mailto:johnr%40budaytlp.com?subject=
https://billshander.com/

