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This material is based on interviews with 34 thought leaders across four continents.  While some of this material appears in Exploring Aspects of KM that Contribute to the Passion Expressed by Its Thought Leaders, there is considerable response not included in the published study, and therefore provided here.  Participants in the study were:  Verna Allee, Debra Amidon, Ramon Barquin, David Bennet, Juanita Brown, John Seely Brown, Francisco Javier Carrillo, Robert Cross, Tom Davenport, Ross Dawson, Steve Denning, Nancy Dixon, Leif Edvinsson, Kent Greenes, Susan Hanley, Clyde Holsapple, Esko Kilpi, Dorothy Leonard, Geoff malafsky, Carla O’Dell, Larry Prusak, Madanmohan Rao, Tomasz Rudolf, Melissie Rumizen, Hubert Saint-Onge, Judi Sandrock, Dave Snowden, Tom Stewart, Michael J.C. Sutton, Karl-Erik Sveiby, Doug Weidner, Steve Weineke, Etienne Wenger and Karl Wiig.
Are you a thought leader?


Of the 25 thought leaders that see themselves as such, 21 of the responders answered “yes”, one answered “I suppose so” and one answered “probably”.  Two others offer different descriptors for what they do.  Leif Edvinsson sees himself more as a thought inspirer.  When asked what that means, he responds, “It means to see the joy of someone else getting an ‘ah ha!’  If I could treat your brain with some wordings or some reflections on your questions, I can hear in your voice that this gives you an ‘ah ha!’” Tomasz Rudolf rather sees himself as a boundary spanner, “a bridge from bringing, opening the yes of Polish managers to many things that are already developed world-wide.”  John Seely Brown thinks of himself more as practicing the art of grinding conceptual lenses.  “Actual lenses,” he explains, “and that’s two sides.  One side is how do I do it for myself and then, once I do this, how do you communicate a new point of view? … It’s not a question of giving them new lenses, it’s a question of letting them experience something so that they start to chew away and grind their own new lenses or point of view.”


Several of the “yes” responders added caveats.  For example, Douglas Weidner said, “I’m not creating new thoughts about new ways of doing this, I’m not pushing the envelope.  What I’m trying to do is build, collate, harvest what we know about this field from multiple different sources and put it in some way that’s communicable to somebody that needs to know all that stuff.”  One responder who agreed he was a thought leader added, “I don’t think of myself as a leader in this arena [KM].  I think of myself as an interloper.  I think of myself as primarily interested in helping others learn and helping to communicate really tricky ideas.”

The thought leader who responded “I suppose so” then added, “I certainly think about new things that other people don’t.  I’d rather try to solve a hard problem and not make it than solve a simple problem and get through with it, so I’m continually looking at the harder problems to try to solve or understand the new areas.  In that sense, yes, perhaps it contributes to the culture or the intent of the field.”


There were 7 responses on the non-affirmative side.  One responder answered, “Not yet” and laughingly added, “Other people sometimes attribute me with that [but] I always thought thought leaders had these incredibly rich conceptual gestalts, then wrote it down, then other people reflected on it!  I have a hard time going week to week.”  Another responded, “Probably not,” but followed with a story about how she had struggled to move through a growth process to own the kind of work she does, which is the thought leader kind of stuff.  Three responders answered “not really” and two answered “no”.  One thought leader who responded “not really” saw herself as a thought stealer, “but the real thought leaders invited me to play in their sandbox.  I’m flattered and love being a part of this, but I always have this insecurity feeling like I’m not quite up to it!”   Another responder who answered “not really” continued, “I think the phrase is only applicable to people who are very visible internationally, and that’s something I’m not.”  The third thought leader who responded “not really” had no additional comment.  One of the two “no” responders continued, “But I see myself as certainly wanting to push the envelope intellectually in certain directions where I’m interested … I’m prone to try to propitiate discussions and activities, in some cases through writing.”  The second “no” responder added, “Never wanted to be.  Just wanted to do good work, have a good time, work with good people.”  

How has being a thought leader affected you?

This question was similar to a follow-on question which asked what rewards had come from being a thought leader.  Responses from these two questions have been combined.  Since each thought leader was free to respond in whatever way they felt appropriate, there was no minimum or maximum on the number of ideas that could be contributed.  While both positive and negative effects were cited, in all cases where a negative effect was part of the response, that negative effect was cited either before or after a positive effect.    

In terms of positive effects, one responder noted, “The rewards that have come to me have been immeasurable.”  Another responded, “I helped develop a set of ideas that seemed to be true and useful, so I certainly feel that when I develop or talk about ideas they’re likely to have some value.”  For various responders, being a thought leader was seen as:  broadening, challenging, ego-boosting, energizing, enjoyable, fascinating, fun, gratifying, happy, interesting, invigorating, joyful, motivating, pleasing, rewarding, satisfying, and stimulating.  Many are proud of what they’ve achieved, and enjoy the recognition.  Being a thought leader provides great capital that is used; it affects whole career paths, gives competitive advantage, and opens up new project ideas.


In terms of developing relationships, it provides the ability to become friends with and work with committed people.  In one thought leader’s words, “It’s allowed me to have very good clients and to be very privileged in terms of the people I’m working with.  It’s also allowed me to be a little more picky in terms of I don’t feel forced to work with anybody that I don’t feel is working with integrity.  So it’s given me a few luxuries like that.”  It also provides the opportunity to “meet interesting people”.  Three thought leaders noted that they had met some people that maybe they wouldn’t have otherwise met.  As one responder explains, “It’s opened up doors, and it’s gotten me, for what it’s worth, the opportunity to meet some people that maybe I wouldn’t have.”  This concept of “more opportunities” extends to both traveling and speaking at conferences.  And one responder said it absolutely helped her get jobs.  


Being a thought leader helps responders be more effective in networking.  As one responder shares, “People are interested to hear what I have to say, and I enjoy talking to them and so I have a large number of interactive relationships with many people around the world.”  Another responder reflects on the value of these networks, “I’m really gifted in the sense of having been given gifts … as people have said, you’re one of the richest women in the world in terms of intellectual and social capital.”  Another responder notes that there is a sense of community across KM, and that people are interested in learning from each other and building off each other’s ideas.  These networks indeed prove invaluable in developing ideas.  For example, Nancy Dixon states, “It’s connected me to people who are interested in the same set of ideas that I’m interested in, and that then pushed my thinking forward … So that for me is the biggest reward, that it puts me in contact with people with whom I can continue the learning process.”  She goes on to add that when potential clients call you, they’re already in some sense self-selected.  “In other words, if they didn’t like what you wrote in the book they wouldn’t call you … So when they come to me they already like the kind of way I’m thinking about things, or they’ve found the way I’m thinking about things useful to them in some sense.”  Another thought leader points out that the rate of learning goes up, then down, because he’s engaging in enough different things that all this stuff starts to clash in really interesting ways.  

One thought leader shared that, “It’s made me feel very humble in a sense, but how I should take some things very seriously in terms of transferring best practices to my people, to other parts of Asia.  You know, it also gives me a lot of excitement to be a part of this whole knowledge evolution, the knowledge movement.”  

There is also a certain freedom that appears to come with the thought leader concept, the freedom to pursue ideas of their choice.  As one thought leader explains, “I’ve been able to focus on ideas I care about and not being pushed into client situations or other things that don’t let me do that.”   Another responder frames it differently, “There is the personal enjoyment of always being able to think about and work on new ideas.”  

Being a thought leader builds individual capabilities.  One thought leader says, “Mostly it’s given me the capability to deal at any level in an organization or in a group of people because I know what I know, I know what I don’t know, and I don’t’ know what I don’t know.  Knowing these things and understanding them means I know how far I can go with a conversation with George Bush, or with my daughter’s boy friend.  It’s helped me understand myself.”  Along this same theme, another responder notes, “It’s given me the strength to voice my opinion and stand strong on things I think are important.”

Other intangibles include:  it’s nice to be asked for your opinion; it’s an incentive to keep writing; it’s inspired me to try to do more, to put in the energy; it helps you formulate ideas; and there’s satisfaction from seeing people get value out of sharing with each other.  Tangibles include seven responses regarding income benefits ranging from “some income” to “it paid off my mortgage.”  There is a “tremendous amount of travel,” and even honorary degrees.  And alongside these tangible and intangible benefits comes responsibility.  Michael Sutton says, “It’s making me more careful to reflect upon a question before I answer it.  I used to be very, very seat-of-the-pants and quick to respond without any reflective thought.  Now that has its advantages when you do have to make decisive maneuvers quickly, but now I think I’m at a stage when I can be more reflective.”  As Carla O’Dell explains, “It makes me feel very responsible and the need to really think through the kind of advice that we’re giving organizations when they’re doing their own knowledge management work.  It’s important to try to really understand what tends to work and under what circumstances and what doesn’t and what are your options.  From helping a lot of practitioners, I understand that people do things for their reasons, not for your reasons … It seems so obvious and simple, but sometimes we forget that when we’re so excited about what we do.”  

And indeed that excitement, or passion, is called out as one of the rewards.  As one responder agrees, passion itself is part of the reward system … “I get really excited about the ideas and writing them down … in ways people might find interesting.”  Another says this passion “gives wind in my sails.”  Another has a passion for finding solutions to things that people didn’t really think they could pursue properly.  One thought leader shared, “The things that I am, it made them, focused them.  You know, put something in the fire and it glows white hot as opposed to being ember.  We’re talking about a richness of life.  I think it was Confucius that said if you love what you’re doing, you’ll never work a day in your life.  If you have a passion for something, you’re not working; you’re doing what you love to do.”  Another thought leader spoke of a rich fantasy life when she was young.  “I envisioned a life of getting to go all over the world and see interesting places and do interesting things and hang out with really cool people, and I never, never, ever imagined that I would be doing it under my own recognition.  So I envisioned the life style a little bit, and all of that has come true.  But what I didn’t understand as a child, that I do now, is the really great thing is to be able to live a life of passion.  I get to do something I am passionate about.”  These passions are shared across thought leaders.  In one responder’s words, “It’s created a working environment where we share a lot of the same passions.”   

There are some negative effects in dealing with the demands of being a thought leader.  These are explicated below in the words of 12 responders.  The first two mention loneliness.  One responder says, “I think it’s tough, it’s tough to be out there when you know what needs to be done or what could be done and others can’t yet see it.  It’s lonely.”  A second responder says, “At first I felt a little bit lonely, a lonely quest … It was very, very hard to find anyone to at least spend time in a relevant dialogue.  And now I feel [I’m part of a] very, very active and enthusiastic community, a lot of young people, who are extremely motivated and fascinated and passionate about KM!”

Two responses talk about demand and competition.  One responder says, “It’s just generated a surge of demand on my time, and there are a lot of decisions suddenly around what to focus on.”  Another says, “The reality is that this has become a very political and very competitive profession and some people are really ruthless and unfair to position themselves.”

another thought leader cautions, “If the nutritious-ness of recognition becomes an addiction for your little ego, then your creativity … if you pursue it … it’s almost like the goose with the golden egg.  It goes away.  You can only get it if you don’t pursue it.  You just feed it.  You feed the goose, but if you try to open that stomach to get the gold, you’re not going to find gold.”  and another adds, “It’s a drug.  You get big audiences and they feed you.”

A group of six responses describe the difficulties of staying ahead, but not too far ahead.

· This is hard work, quite stressful because people want more from you.

· It puts me under pressure, because what it means is that I have to stay ahead.  I have to remain a thought leader, so what it does is drive me to read more, learn more, talk to more people, think about it more, try more.

· Well, it has given me the opportunity to really stretch myself.  What I didn’t realize is the trap in that, of course, once you write this down, once you get acknowledged as a thought leader, you have to stay ahead.

· You can be too far ahead of where people are, and completely lose them, so it’s really forced me to listen to people.  It’s part of the philosophy of Disraeli who said, there they go, I must hurry and follow because I’m their leader.  And that’ exactly how I feel.  I’ve got to hurry and catch up because I’m supposed to be a leader.

· It’s a double edged sword ... if you’re a thought leader I believe you can get yourself very far out away from a group of people … it’s easy to get beyond where they’re at.  

· If you get yourself too far out … I think the other thing that you have to understand is that some of the thoughts are not going to be popular.  You have to have a lot of self confidence to present them, and then just accept, here it is, here’s the thought, and here’s where it came from and let the audience do with it whatever.  You can’t argue someone into a new idea.

One responder notes the difficulty of not slipping backwards.  “The art is to hold the line with the ideas and principles so that we’re not sucked right back into that old way of working.  Sometimes I’ll reach for an analogy, and the heads will start nodding, and I think great, we communicated, then I’ll realize they just fell back into the old thinking.”  And the last responder contributing negative effects talks about the fear of people not thinking their own thoughts, “One of the things that I’m very, very careful of is giving my opinion when someone asks it.  Not that I’m scared to, I’m just cautious that I want to have enough time to understand the potential implications of what I might have to say before I say it.  The anxiety around that is not that I might come up with some bad opinions or wrong opinions … the thing that scares me is that if people rely upon my perspective of the world enough then they won’t develop their own.”

Finally, five responders specifically describe high-level rewards in terms of making a difference.  These are explicated below using their words.

· I feel that this is a philosophy and a concept that can really make a difference.

· Well, I feel like we’ve been able to make a difference in things we care about … so to contribute in some way in this period where we are so highly polarized and where it looks like our collective intelligence is failing us as a species, to make some small contribution to people remembering that they can be life affirming rather than life destroying in a very simple, easy way is very rewarding when I find evidence of that out in the world.

· I think there’s the soft stuff, which is knowing that I made a difference, and that’s the most important thing to me in my life.

· The primary reward as I see it … is one of satisfaction in having made some contribution, having made some difference in the progress of the field.  The real drive is to contribute to the exploration of this frontier, and to do so directly … and to encourage others to strike off in directions that they might not have otherwise have seen … I feel the importance of being on the frontier contributing to, bringing civilization to that frontier in the sense of being an explorer along those lines. 
· When you sit back and have reflective moment, you want to think about what you’ve done as the right thing.  That’s high on my agenda.

One thought leader summarizes, “What we’re doing, it’s in a way my life’s work, and if people find it valuable it’s a tremendous boost for the work I do.  If in a way people prove the point that I’m trying to make, and it works for them, then of course I’m extremely happy.”  And another speaks in terms of spiritual rewards, “I feel almost as if I’m being pulled forward.  I’m not pushing myself anymore.  I feel as if I’ve come into a space which has a life of its own.  And it just feels right.  It feels right down to my core that I’m on the right track.”

Who are other thought leaders?


Responding to a quick association approach, 28 thought leaders provided 169 names when asked “In your opinion who are the thought leaders in this field?”  When a pause or a breath occurred the interviewer continued on with the next question, “Now, thinking about these people you’ve just named, what are the characteristics of these thought leaders?” The intent of this approach was to (1) build an understanding for those types of individuals considered thought leaders, (2) confirm the thought leaders interviewed are thought of as thought leaders in the field, and (3) bring specific individuals to mind to aid the associative process in looking for common characteristics across thought leaders. 


While providing several of the 169 names, one thought leader noted that it was about personal preference.  “Each thought leader has a certain style, a certain area of interest and if it matches mine then I’m going to think they’re a good thought leader because I’m going to relate to them and I’m impressed by them.  Another thought leader who does it differently may contribute just as many new ideas and be just as valued but it would not come across to me that way.  I think that’s true with everybody.”  

Of the 34 responders, six named a group of thought leaders who are all participants in this study, and 27 included one or more participants in this study in their response.  One individual who was interviewed did not respond to this question.  The thinking connected to the 169 names in the overall response spans the areas of collaboration, culture, economics, the humanities, innovation, intelligence, leadership, learning, living systems, philosophy, physics, sensemaking, social biology and strategy.  One thought leader pointed out the interdisciplinary nature of this work, “so when thinking about thought leaders you must ask, who are the leaders in the stream of thought that inform at least the way we think about it?”  As one responder noted, “Theoretical thinkers have a profound influence on this field.”  Another observed, “You cannot be in this field without acknowledging Drucker as the spiritual leader of this in many ways.”  Several responders called out the culture work of Edgar Schein, noting that anyone involved with KM should be well acquainted with his work.


Two responders brought up the idea of tiers of thought leaders, noting that there are (1) giants in related fields who have contributed to knowledge strategies but hold their focus in their primary field, (2) the widely-recognized thought leaders of the field, and (3) individuals who are less visible, working behind the public scenes, serving as leaders in associations and/or organizational implementation.  This third set is referred to as “micro thought leaders” by one respondent.  Several thought leaders expanded this concept further to include those “who are enormously gifted and talented, and whose ideas are actually permeating everyone else’s work but who are not recognized.”  For example, Verna Allee states, “These people are the ones who have helped all of us in moving forward, sometimes not by what they wrote or their speaking, but maybe the questions they ask.  To me, these are the people who are the real thought leaders, the ones tackling the really hard questions.”  

What are the similarities or characteristics of thought leaders?


One thought leader pointed out that thought leaders in this field are an eclectic group of people noting that, “the similarity is that there are so many parts of this that there’s something for everyone.”  This is certainly the case in the diversity of responses, yet there are patterns that emerge.  The first group of responses to these questions discusses what thought leaders are.  These are more in line with what we might call a “definition” of a thought leader.  Thought leaders are:

· Brokers in a substantial way, so they’ve all at some point dealt with enough organizations that they could start developing themes in their thinking.

· People who have done some research, put it together, tried to come up with ideas and then pushed these forward.

· Somebody who pushes other people’s bounds on thinking, and so I think all these people have given fresh ideas in such a way that people walk away from a presentation with a different perspective.

One responder stated, “You think of leaders as both being out in front, which is kind of being first or early, but also having a following.  If nobody understands your stuff, nobody reads it, you’re not going to have a following.”  Another said what is important is “having credibility in terms of delivering contributions to real organizations right now but at the same time having the thinking into the potential that lies ahead and therefore generating innovation.”  Another said, “I think it means being both early with ideas, in the sort of marketplace of ideas, and influential.  So leader means kind of out in front and somebody who shapes other people’s behavior and activity.”  And another described, “If they open your eyes on the subject or challenge your assumptions or make you think, I guess these are the thought leaders … because they guide the thought processes in your head, and then you tell others what you’ve learned from them.  These are thought leaders.” 

In terms of shorter phrases, thought leaders are:  someone who has a vision and isn’t afraid to act on it; all very different people that make very different kinds of contributions; people who recognize in a much more textured nuanced way the complexities of human behavior; people who shape the thinking of the field; people who understand business; people who have done some and are fairly grounded in research; catalysts to bring about conditions under which advances can be made; and people who have been in the field for a long time.

Two responders provided frameworks for thinking about thought leaders.  One responder thinks of thought leaders as having two fundamental aspects that must be combined and are not very common.  The first aspect is the sense of the business, which is basically an economic perspective.  “And I’m not saying simple financial sense.  While this ought to be able to be instrumentalized financially, it’s more economics in terms of value dynamics, the sense of value, the sense of high value, where it is and how it generates value.”  The second aspect is the sensitivity toward the softer dimensions of the human spirit, the emotional side, the social side, all those dimensions that are to be incorporated into the value system.  The second responder provided a model that characterizes thought leaders into three areas:  (1) those that are academics in terms of doing scholarly research, (2) those who are practitioners who in their own way do research, although in a very applied and practical manner with respect to their organization or organizations with which they deal, and then write about their experience to share it with others, and (3) a group I refer to as pundits who are concerned primarily with noticing trends and predicting trends in the field.   

Confirming the importance of networking, one responder described thought leaders in terms of “T-shaped people.  They’re really good at connecting people to people, ideas to ideas, and they’re willing to extend their personal network to broker relationships and connections.”  One responder stated, “We highly value connections.  That is one of our characteristics.  Most of us, not all of us, and that’s another aspect of it … these are not people you are going to find sitting in your average cube.  Never.  They’re the people on the wagons heading west.”  One responder described this in terms of leading, stating that, “They don’t sit in a room and think about it.  They write.  They publish.  They speak.  And that is one of the most important things about a leader … you’ve got to get out!”  Another responder framed this networking as becoming part of the larger community of the field.  He explained, “Because so much of this field is tied to communities and knowledge sharing … thought leaders voluntarily chat and speak and participate and become members of the community.”  In other words, thought leaders are also practitioners operating in the community.  This proved to be the case in the response from thought leader interviews for this study, where 33 of the 34 (97%) of responders considered themselves practitioners in some sense of the word as well as thought leaders.  

One responder considered his examples thought leaders because they were “addressing the unknown and able to develop the taxonomy and language for the unknown as well as applying it to develop something that had an impact on society.”  One responder described, “These are people who are trying to attack the foundation of the goals of the field … trying to attack the foundation of the triad (people/process/technology) that is required to really address the issue in any meaningful way.”  Another thought leader described himself in terms of a martyr.  “I’m one of those people who is prepared to try a new idea, to take the risk, and I’m prepared to lose my job over it if it comes to it … You often have to have a martyr before people will listen to something … What happens is the system starts to change as a result of the behavior … so the two interact with each other.”  Still another responded in terms of fresh ideas, “There’s a lot of fresh new ideas that are still applied to our work.  So I believe that there are many things within economic sciences that are totally false.  For example, the idea of rational decision-making, and a lot of those basic beliefs that we’ve based our ideas on, like the idea that competition is the best means to get efficiency.  That’s not the way nature works.  Nature works through collaboration being the best means toward efficiency, and I think that many things are going to be seen through new eyes in the very, very near future.”

While responding to the initial question, another thought leader added that “You’re never a thought leader by yourself.  You’re only a thought leader because there’s a lot of … luck.  It’s like for me I was there at the right time with the right thing.  People say well, but your theories are common sense.  In fact they are.  A lot of what I say is just pure common sense.  It’s just like it was said in the right way at the right time … It’s not this grand thing all by yourself somewhere.  It’s just putting that little piece of the puzzle in that let’s you see the picture.”  Another thought leader states that “it’s the originality of what they are trying to articulate, even though much of it might be considered common sense, it’s the way they frame the apparent common sense.”  

The second group of responses is more about what thought leaders do.  For example, one responder stated that thought leaders have looked at this and treated it seriously and communicated it well in ways that have succeeded in influencing people’s behavior.  In terms of their ideas, thought leaders:  break new ground; shape the discourse of the field; open your eyes on the subject; were out of the box when most people were in the box; are primarily theoretical but also with a lean toward the practical; have interesting thoughts and someone listens to them; discuss things that other people don’t discuss; challenge your assumptions; and help people make sense out of your ideas.  One responder described this last ability to “turn it into a reality … it’s not just theory.”  

In terms of the delivery of those ideas, thought leaders:  tend to engender trust; articulate ideas very clearly; share their thoughts freely; say something unexpected; can articulate their vision and study and conclusions; listen very well (willing to suspend disbelief); excite people and show what’s possible; and guide the thought processes in your head.  The ability to articulate was stressed by one thought leader who said, “In order to be a thought leader I guess you have to not only have some ideas but you also have to be able to express them in such a way that people use them.  You have an impact.”  One responder felt that thought leaders can move people.  “Basically a thought leader, either through writing or through speaking or through both, changes the way that people think about the world.”  Another noted that thought leaders could catch onto something that’s already there, then “they amplify it and cause us to see it more clearly and begin to make it so that we can use it and focus on it and they legitimize it in some sense.  That seems to me what thought leaders have done around this.”  Still another responder noted (with a laugh) that it’s largely about, can you get traction on your ideas, not do you have this novel, breathtaking insight that’s aesthetic and everything else.  He went on to add the insight that certainly they [thought leaders] are all benefiting financially from what they’ve done, but that’s not been their early and immediate goal.  Another thought leader pointed out the importance of their accessibility right alongside their willingness to share.  “I’ve never been able to get a response from X whenever I’ve tried to communicate with them.  It’s interesting … Accessibility.”  Still another theme was that of second-loop thought leading.  Using one responder’s thought, “When you tell others what you’ve learned from them [thought leaders]” … this is second-loop thought leading.

One responder described aspects of thought leadership in terms of the originality of the packaging of the way they think and the eloquence of their ability to frame a particular subspecialty of knowledge management.  Another responder thought that KM per se could be separated out, that it touches everybody, everywhere.  “So there’s an eclectic group of people … the similarity is that there are so many parts of KM that there’s something for everyone.”  One thought leader shared, “Our area in KM is an area where women have actually played leading roles.  I have recorded a number of instances of women actually having the role of Chief Knowledge Officer and it’s fairly impressive and I’m very excited about it.” When discussing associates, another thought leader stated that, “Women get the ideas faster than me.”  Another, discussing this same concept, said, “I’m not an expert on this, and I don’t propose to be, but it’s my understanding that there are some natural masculine traits and natural feminine traits.  If you did a mapping of the traits against the management system of yesterday, which is the business planning, quality, Six Sigma, the industrial model, you will see that women don’t think that way.  Women are just naturally interdependent souls, they are just naturally multitasking.”  One female responder noted that it was important for her to legitimate her voice.  “That’s incredibly important to me, that whole issue, and I feel like in a way I was a part of that struggle to help women’s voices kind of come into legitimacy.”  

Thought Leader Attributes

A third group of responses is more about attributes that thought leaders have.  In terms of intangibles, thought leaders have:  a sense of mission; integrity, consistency and persistence; the courage to stand in what you believe; the humility to realize that it may not be right; an openness for listening and seeing new signals; a sincere desire to help people in organizations; passion of one sort or another; an expanded set of sensibilities; a true interest in improving the system;  a social dynamic, a more full-blooded understanding of what it means to be human, what it means to be a worker or employee, and what learning really means in these complex settings; and an openness for listening and seeing new signals, but also balancing that with personal wisdom and a very humble approach to moving along that, the rhythm related to applying the wisdom.  They also “become endlessly prolific.”

Several responders specifically stated that thought leaders were intrinsically motivated.  For example, one responder stated, “I don’t think one of the people I know is motivated much, much more than intrinsically.  This is what they do.”  Another responder described thought leaders as very giving and very generous of both their time and their ideas; and another responder said that thought leaders were idealists and dissatisfied with the status quo.  As Larry Prusak sums up this intrinsic quality, “I’ve known many people who really spend a lot of time and energy writing books on management and they don’t have to.  They have plenty of money, they have plenty of status, they are senior executives at a consulting firm or business, but they do it anyway because obviously they’re intrinsically motivated.  They’re playing to a different audience besides the masses or the people in their firm … they are playing to the gods.”

Thought leaders are clearly learners, a theme that appears throughout their response.  One responder explained this in terms of:  “Knowledge is not static.  Knowledge is like water, when it stops flowing it stinks.  So to really know you really have to be learning.  When you stop learning you stop knowing as well.”   Focusing on abilities, thought leaders are: creative and intelligent; creative in their thoughts, and relatively humble.  They have:  the ability to articulate ideas very clearly; the ability to listen and to be challenged and questioned; the ability to think originally … to come up with new fundamental ideas that challenge conventional wisdom; and they all have dealt with enough organizations that they could start developing themes in their thinking, or enough experiences where they can refer back to here’s what they’re doing in company “X”, here’s what their doing in company “Y”, and share that information with others as well as coalesce it into different frameworks or visions.

One responder tried to put into words what she was calling courage.  “[Specific thought leaders] have certainly done a great deal of research … so for me I think it is that what they’re writing about is really grounded in both their own and other’s research so that it’s very substantive … So all of these people, the research is revealing something that we haven’t quite understood so clearly before, and to some extent the research is also providing something that we all knew, but it’s a little bit on the edge because it’s presenting a new way of looking at something, and sometimes it goes a little against the grain, so it takes some courage to write some of those things that push the system a little bit.”

One thought leader stated that thought leaders are also selfish … because they are passionate about their idea and don’t mind dying in the process of its creation … if it came to it, an idea would win out over the person.  In the responder’s words, “ I would sacrifice people to get my idea across.  And so would most of the others.”  In contrast to this viewpoint, another responder describes thought leaders as “people that act not selfishly but in a giving way.  This is a field where I find very often people profess extreme collaboration and exercise extreme competition.”  There is some laughter, and he continues: “So those I named I think are people that are generally very giving and very generous of both their time and their ideas.  They’re generally very good networkers and they tend to engender trust in their networks.  The network is very demanding for people who are either very selfish or self-driving or not driven by a sense of cause or something that is important to them.”

Several responders described thought leaders extensively in terms of their attributes.  For example, Debra Amidon offered ten characteristics she attributes to thought leaders (shared from a summary chapter of “Creating the Knowledge Based Business Research Report” appearing on her website):  “They are people of substance, of value, they value and they should be valued.  They have vision, they are not afraid to put their vision into motion with their actions.  They have a holistic perspective and are systematic in what it is they do, and they don’t do it necessarily themselves, but usually in collaboration with others.  They are effective communicators.  They are effective in their interactions with purposeful conversations.  They learn from these conversations.  They tend to be open, transparent.  They have integrity.  They have convictions, and some of their convictions may not necessarily be aligned with my own, but I respect people who have convictions.  And basically I think thought leaders are learners.”  

Several responders described thought leaders in terms of more or what they were not.  As an example of the more, one responder stated that the criteria for leadership was more than just a flash in the pan, but an on-going stream of visible contribution.  Six responders stated that thought leaders are not arrogant.  For example, one responder said, “I have a really hard time with individuals who appear to exhibit arrogance.  Now these people [the thought leaders he was describing] are not necessarily humble, they are very confident of themselves, but, yeah, they have a lack of arrogance.”  In contrast to this reference and the necessary quality of being humble discussed earlier by four thought leaders, one responder felt that arrogance was important.  Describing a specific individual, this thought leader stated:  “He’s never going to make it because he’s too nice about it, so he doesn’t have something distinctive.  Most of the thought leaders, if you listen to their speeches, do a lot of negative stuff.  What they do is knock things down, bang, bang, bang, then they put their wonderful idea in place.  Of course, there’s nothing left but your idea … So it’s a sort of arrogance creating inspiration space where people want to go, creating a willingness for people to go over the barricades.”  He provides the example of pioneers, who get shot in the back, not in the front, because people are behind them.  “It’s useful to have them break in the trail, but now they’ve broken the trail, so get them out of the way.”

Another thought leader points out this field is often led by consultants, and that consultants feel the need to make a splash because of this self-fulfilling prophesy of thought leadership … it’s good to put yourself in that position and so you say something controversial because once your name is out there people think of you when they want to hire someone.  The point was also noted that the more people hear it the larger difference you might be able to make, so there’s a balance … it’s a complex ecology.  In terms of this self-fulfilling prophesy, another thought leader explains, “There is this sort of thing about recognition, and the danger is that once you are thought of as a thought leader chances are that your thought will be leading.  It’s self fulfilling prophecy because most people have good ideas … it’s tricky because once you are thought of as a thought leader people drink what you say as thought leadership.  And so … I’ve had a little bit of that myself … so there’s a discipline that has to come with it.”

One thought leader talked about receiving a warm welcome by the community.  “I really wanted to be a part of this because people were interested in learning from each other and building off of each other’s ideas instead of tearing each other down.  There is some of that that goes on in this field, but compared to other professional fields actually it’s pretty minimal.”  This cohesiveness and connectedness of the field was expressed in several different ways.  For example, a responder, describing a major conference he had promoted and attended, said a management guru in attendance could not believe the cohesiveness of the group. In the responder’s words, “He watched our group for two days and said it was the most connected professional group he had ever seen.” This is also described in terms of ego.  One responder pointed out, “I think a fair amount of people in this field… I wouldn’t say have wildly huge egos, which is really nice, so it became easier to live with us, unlike some of the other movements.  You couldn’t believe in this without believing in sharing.  How could I say I believe in knowledge and say, well, I have all the knowledge?”

Several responders believed that there was a degree of altruism involved in being a thought leader in this field.  For example, one responder said, “There’s a degree of altruism because if you believe in this then it’s natural to say I want other people to use it and benefit from it.  And I think all these leaders do [feel that way], at least the ones I know personally, without question.”  Another aspect of this altruism is what one responder calls “moving the ball forward.”  As he explains, “It’s moving the ball forward in many different fronts for the next generation to grab hooks.  It’s putting out all these hooks for people to grab and build on.”  An analogy as provided by way of explication.  Take someone who’s a natural hitter but then goes and plays in a team with a Mickey Mantle and all of a sudden you start seeing how there is a certain copying, modeling of the grip of the bat.  In some cases it’s not like Mickey Mantle was necessarily coaching, but there was a certain aspect of mentoring, and you can then start to trace those influences.  It’s like those activities where tacit knowledge is so much more important.  He sums up, “That’s a little bit of the way I like to conceive of the positive role thought leaders have on their field … you are providing hooks for people to apply these concepts to their own problem area.  And when they do, they hopefully will provide them to others.”  Another thought leader brought up the natural leaning toward altruism when you put your ideas out there and let them go to have a life of their own and hopefully help someone.  As he explains, “I’ve basically given everyone the right to them … it excites me when I see people using them, independent of whether they know where they came from or not.”  In the interview process, similar response was elicited through the question “How do you feel about your ideas?” which response is explicated in the section on “Ideas”.

This concept of being a revolutionary emerges several times throughout the response.  In one response it was related to passion.  “One of the peculiar things about this field is that people who get into it develop passion for it … I think if you develop a passion you are at heart a revolutionary.  You’re just a little too late for the French and American revolutions, so you join this one.”  When asked what was revolutionary about knowledge strategies, the response was because you’re challenging the establishment.  “Let’s go back to Drucker.  We’ve moved into the knowledge era, some of us.  Some of us are in it unwittingly; and for those that are in it unwittingly, trying to wake up to the new reality is extraordinarily difficult.  They don’t want to hear it.  They don’t want to know about it.  They got their MBA in 1948 and that’s the way the world still is!”

In addition to the connection with passion in the above paragraph, and three earlier references to passion as an attribute, four other responders describe thought leaders in terms of passion.  One responder stated, “They all have a passion of one sort or another.  I think that fuels that continuous thought and desire for clarity, and I’m probably assuming that’s the way it is for them, I mean that’s the way it is for me.”  Regarding passion, another responder shares, “You can tell it in any of them … in the tone of their voice, and their excitement, and you know it’s contagious.”  

This passion is explained as a missionary zeal by one thought leader.  In her words, “I think there is a real undercurrent of missionary zeal that runs through the community ... in particularly the thought leaders in the community … and I think it’s somewhat a missionary zeal because I carry it too.  I think … we really truly believe that these questions are important questions for our society and for the planet, not just business questions.”  Another thought leader thinks of it in terms of a mission, even close to a religion, stating, “I guess they all have a sense of mission, and this is sometimes even close to religion or emotional feeling that you have here a mission to achieve and that you need to open the eyes of the people.”  He continues to explain that this can be an aspect that distracts or makes some people skeptical because they see some passionate people not being able to show some real business results, not being focused on the numbers, not concentrating on profits and so on, and then continues, “So I guess these people have some feeling of being on a mission, and opening eyes and passing the good message forward … this is also the reason why so many people in this field are so involved in educational projects or supporting this at the societal level.”  When asked if he saw some of those same characteristics in himself, the thought leader responded, “I guess so, yes.  We’re still organizing those meetings, rewriting articles, trying to promote this topic and not just from the business perspective but to show the people the potential that is there.  If you believe it you try to show it to others.  These are the words you use when you talk about religions … the believing and the passing the good word and so on.”

How have other thought leaders influenced you?


This question was asked immediately after responders were asked to name off the top of their head some people who they looked at as thought leaders.  Therefore, the question clearly reflects their response to the specific thought leaders they named (see previous discussion).  All but one responder felt they were influenced by other thought leaders.  For example, one thought leader responded, “I don’t think I had any thinking until I met them … In many respects talking to them has sort of created a framework of ideas for me.”  John Seely Brown described, “Category of the future, the category of the human condition, by providing a vision, that’s what I’m going to say, and I think that’s what leaders are basically, they provide us a vision that compels.  And these people … I think they have maybe affected me in that they helped me envision how our organizations and societies could be like.”  Esko Kilpi shares, “If I see that there’s something that I haven’t been able to see before, and I see a new approach, I see in a way a new view of reality, then of course what I’ve tried to do is combine that with my earlier experience, which means that I get new approaches to who I am and what I do.”  Ramon Barquin reflects, “The contribution that has been made to me by some of these folks is that it has brought it all together.  This thing comes together and is very powerful because two plus two equals seven … it takes awhile to get there and not everyone gets it, but when you have it all coming together it is very, very powerful!”

In random order, short responses were:  Learned a lot from all; all of them have influenced my thinking in different ways; I’ve learned absolutely brilliant ideas from all of them; laid a foundation; oh definitely; I’ve learned a lot from all those people; forms the baseline from which I augment and grow; been very influential to how I think; so many ways; pretty much everything I know has come from them; a lot; each of them has given me new streams of thought to ponder on; very much; provided pearls of wisdom; influenced a lot; and talking with them and being challenged has been a great influence on my thinking.  One responder shared, “I was welcomed into the community and I felt so incredibly validated” and another responder added, “they’ve been extraordinarily nice to me.”  

Mentoring relationships were cited by three thought leaders.  For example, one thought leader said, “What’s been most important for me from them is more of a mentoring relationship.  People who have been through this process and were able to provide context and perspective to me at times when I needed it to think about how I want to shape my own activities and initiatives.”  As an example, Karl Wiig shared two points he had learned from another thought leader:  “One thing was that things are never as they appear to be, and the second thing is for you to do something about anything you have to delve deeply into it.”  

While agreeing that he was influenced by other thought leaders, one responder explained it’s a complex system.  “I don’t know what words or articles that I read or presentations that I saw were decisive, or how each of those has influenced me.  It’s like a constant mixture of what I hear, learn, see, observe, what I do or think … So this is, I guess, constant turbulence that you have in your head and all those thought leaders bring you input which either explains something or challenges what you already know, and puts the whole system into turbulence again.”  Another cited a similar effect:  “I look at a variety of references … and synthesize and integrate them, and then it becomes hard to pinpoint one source from another.”  Another thought leader told a story about spending some time with a major thought leader in international politics who was very humble in a way and a good listener, and a very quiet speaker, and suddenly he found himself spending more time talking to other people about this thought leader’s ideas and how they merged with his ideas.  He had not only begun to enculturate those ideas into his own intellectual space, but had also started to appropriate some of the thought leaders demure.  

Two responders referenced unnamed thought leaders.  For example, one responder stated, “I see thought leadership in many, many places.  I see people who really do knowledge work in an organization, they aren’t viewed as thought leaders, but they are really doing it … they were really artful … and I thought to myself, you know people think I’m a thought leader.  I couldn’t do that.  So who’s the thought leader?  I was really inspired.”

Two other thought leaders noted the importance of being a part of the conversation.  For example, Debra Amidon says, “People write books to share their experience and observations with others, but they are instruments for a conversation, that’s what they are.”  Hubert Saint-Onge adds another view, “I was included in many conversations, and this is really in many ways the key.  It’s how you get included in many conversations that are really important.  It becomes a privilege but also you get exposed to ideas that you wouldn’t have seen.” 

Some of the responders reach purposefully to others, some engage in open exchanges that lead to new ideas, and some are affected, almost subconsciously, over time.   An example of the first is the response, “I like what I write to be connected to my own and other’s research … so you take other’s ideas and blend them with yours or push them forward, or use them as a support for the way I’m thinking.”  An example of an open exchange is the response, “I had a conversation in the 80’s actually sitting in an office tower in San Francisco. We called it mindcrafting, crafting our minds for doing something along the road, it’s like crafting on a piece of wood but crafting on minds.”  An example of being affected over time is the response, “By nature I’m not wildly interested in technology, and yet certainly those who’ve written about technology and knowledge management have played a big influence on me, and I have read them and they’ve changed my views.”

The single negative response was not explicated.   

How have you influenced other thought leaders?


Four of the responses were affirmative in these words:  had some resonance, I think I’ve been an influence, my thoughts and approaches have influenced others, I do think we’ve influenced other thought leaders, and they have recognized my work and they have found them to be intriguing, interesting and relevant. One responder noted that “We all bring different perspectives from history, from science, from the arts into this.  I’ve learned a lot, and I think I’ve contributed quite a bit.”  Another responder noted that when other thought leaders use some of the terms he has coined they don’t feel the need to do a citation, so it’s become a part of their lingo, and that’s great!  Another responder noted that she was sure she had influenced several of them, because “the very first time I met them we had a fight.  It was a very pleasant and engaging fight … but I was really angry with them because I thought they were wrong.  They were very critical of something we were doing … And to be honest with you, they sort of changed their tune.”  

One responder replied “I’m not sure I can really answer that” and then continued, “the language I’ve introduced has gotten picked up and is very commonly used. I know that people do reference my work. I really see what we learn in a workshop or anywhere else, it really isn’t so much the content as it is the way people are with the questions and how people model a way of being in the world.”

Nine responders stated they didn’t know.  However, five of these went on to cite specific examples where they had, in fact, influenced other thought leaders.  One of the nine continued, “But I would hope that the ideas that I developed would be useful to them in terms of preparing the groundwork for their own continuing research.”  Another responder in this group noted two things about cross-pollinating ideas across thought leaders, “Some people just take them, others try to adapt the ideas and adjust them with their own schema.  I know I do that with some of the others.  If I come up with something that ‘x’ thinks is a good idea, he won’t repeat it the way I repeat it, he’ll accommodate it into his own schema or way of thinking about the world.  I think that’s the way it actually works, because thought leaders want to create a cohesive world view which is their’s.”  Another thought leader felt their ideas may have been more influential to practitioners than they would have been to other thought leaders.  


Two responders thought in process terms.  The first responded, “One of the ways that I seem to be helpful to other people is that I’m a good sounding board .. I have the ability to listen to things, pick them apart, suggest improvements, find faults … so people will call me up when they have some new work and say what do you think about it?”  The second said, “Oh, through support, I try to be present to them … I try to be alive in my network and to be present to them and to be there when things aren’t going so well as well.”
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