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The emergence oF 
ThoUghT Leadership 
as a saLes and 
markeTing discipLine
The notion of establishing thought leadership has emerged as a top priority 

with sales and marketing executives. 

rowth-starved organizations 
are looking for ways to dif-
ferentiate themselves with 
new ideas, education and rel-
evant solutions that address 

buyer pain and infl uence their percep-
tions of value. Marketing executives are 
learning that subject matter expertise and 
a strong point of view are now essential 
to success in the digital, social and mobile 
channels that buyers use during most of 
the buying process. Sales executives real-
ize original research and compelling 
insights make it easier to open doors, 
start quality customer conversations, 
generate referrals and cross-sell solutions.

This paper outlines how your organization can create thought leadership programs that 
immediately drive top-line growth by generating more quality customer responses, 
meetings, referrals, profi les and conversations. It will teach you three practical steps 
your organization can take to execute a systematic program for delivering compelling 
ideas and relevant solutions to your customers.

Define a thought 
leadership strategy 

that aligns with 
your growth 

strategy

Publish thought 
leadership assets 
that enable your 

go-to-market 
process

Engage customers 
using a mix 

of marketing, 
media and sales 

channels

Three Steps to Executing a Thought Leadership Program

Strategize Productize Monetize
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Despite the growing importance of thought leadership 
to top-line growth, it receives more lip service than pro-
gram dollars in actual practice. Most organizations fail 
to put “muscle” behind the idea by executing disciplined 
thought leadership programs in sales, marketing and 
media channels. There are several good reasons for this:
•  First, thought leadership marketing is a relatively new 

discipline. Originally pioneered by professional ser-
vices leaders such as McKinsey, IBM and the Gartner 
Group, it has now become an executive priority for 
most business-to-business (B2B) marketers.1

•  Second, most marketers lack the in-house resources, 
processes and organizational structures to create orig-
inal ideas and proprietary research that opens doors, 
breaks through clutter and changes buyer perceptions 
of value.

•  Finally, the traditional ad agencies that sales and mar-
keting executives look to for support cannot generate 
the depth of insight, quality of content or level of 
sales process integration necessary for these programs 
to succeed.

 What Is a Thought Leadership Program?

Thought leadership programs take 
a systematic approach to delivering 
new ideas, relevant advice and com-
pelling solutions to prospects and 
customers through sales, marketing 
and media channels. A thought lead-
ership program provides your sales 
and marketing team with a sustained 
stream of education and advisory 
content that helps them open doors, 
make more effective sales calls, dif-
ferentiate your organization and 
deliver trusted advice. 

A thought leadership program is:

•  Based on a strategy that integrates 
sales process, communications, 
branding and product sales goals

•  Built upon a well-thought-out 
set of thought leadership assets 
including advisory content, tools 
and resources

•  Delivered to customers using 
disciplined multi-channel programs 
and a coordinated set of customer 
touches
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why ThoUghT Leader-
ship is so imporTanT  
To saLes sUccess 
A chorus of consultants and business leaders are emphasizing the importance 

of thought leadership to creating sales success. 

hile the specific details of their recommendations may vary, 
one message is becoming clear—investing in creating 
thought leadership makes good business sense. If you want 
to improve sales effectiveness, differentiate your brand and 
give customers the engagement and insights they are seek-

ing, invest in a thought leadership program. 
Every successful business has unique intellectual property and subject 

matter expertise. The problem is most of this institutional knowledge lies 
“between the ears” of your employees—product managers, top salespeople, 
solutions specialists and senior executives. The new marketing challenge is 
to devise a scalable thought leadership strategy to productize this knowl-
edge, then monetize it with customers, prospects and influencers. The book 
Profitable Brilliance (Forbes Media, 2012) documents how early adopters—such 
as IBM, PwC and McKinsey—have generated measurable sales outcomes by 
systematically institutionalizing, packaging and delivering thought leadership 
through sales, marketing and media channels. These market leaders wrote the 
playbook for using thought leadership assets to:

•  Cut through the advertising clutter and more effectively take advantage 
of high-growth media such as social networks, online video, mobile 
applications and search engine optimization;

•  Drive sales with compelling ideas that open new doors and provide 
relevant reasons to continue to call on high-potential customers;

•  Differentiate their offerings and value proposition from the 
competition by educating customers, delivering good ideas and 
providing a unique perspective;

•  Demonstrate that they understand the needs, preferences and behaviors 
of their top customers;

•  Increase ROI by better leveraging their marketing content in the 
go-to-market process;

•  Make it easier for content to be consumed in media, marketing  
and sales channels.

• The Gartner Group identified thought 
leadership marketing as a major busi-
ness trend that has rapidly become 
an established field in marketing and 
a basis of competitive differentiation 
when well-informed buyers see little 
perceived differences between solu-
tion providers.1

• An analysis of business buying 
behavior by the Corporate Executive 
Board shows that high-value cus-
tomers such as business customers, 
wealthy individuals or chief financial 
officers are increasingly demanding 
education and advice as part of the 
sales experience.8

• Senior executives surveyed by 
Forbes regard finding ways to differ-
entiate the customer experience in 
social, mobile and digital channels as 
being vital to achieving growth goals 
as media fragmentation and changing 
buyer behavior diminish the value and 
effectiveness of ad impressions.4
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pracTicaL sTeps yoU 
can Take To execUTe 
a ThoUghT Leadership 
program
An eff ective thought leadership program is hard to describe and even harder 

to execute because it is a new management practice that requires a unique 

blend of art and science. Marketing executives often confuse thought leader-

ship marketing with “content marketing” or “storytelling.” Sales executives call 

it “value selling,” “trusted advice” or “challenger selling” but are hard pressed to 

defi ne a program to make it happen.

3steps to designing and executing a thought leadership program

Defi ne a thought leadership strategy that aligns with your growth strategy
by developing a blueprint that aligns your thought leadership program with your go-to-market 
strategy, including brand positioning, target customer pain points and product sales objectives.

Publish thought leadership assets that enable the go-to-market process
by establishing a publishing process to source, assemble, repackage and create “channel 
ready” content that directly supports the customer buying process and selling goals.

engage customers using a mix of marketing, media and sales channels
by executing your thought leadership program through a mix of marketing, media and sales 
channels to maximize customer engagement and generate measurable sales outcomes. 
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ased on our experience executing thought 
leadership programs for over a hundred mar-
ket leaders such as EY, Google, Adobe, 
DuPont, CBS and SunTrust Bank, Forbes 
defines a thought leadership program as tak-

ing a programmatic approach to delivering new ideas, 
relevant advice and compelling solutions to prospects 
and customers using sales, marketing and media chan-
nels. A successful thought leadership program will 
provide your salespeople with a disciplined and coordi-
nated stream of advisory content that can help open 
doors, make more effective sales calls, differentiate 
your offerings and deliver relevant advice. 

There are three steps to designing and executing a 
thought leadership program that will help your sales force 
generate measurable sales growth in the next sales quarter. 
These three steps are outlined on the following pages 
with examples and illustrations to make them more 
tangible. To move faster, you might consider asking for 
help in outsourcing aspects of the process. 

Key Success Factors

1.  Focus on quality over quantity—Focus on cre-
ating original ideas and proprietary research 
that opens doors, breaks through clutter and 
changes buyer perceptions of value.

2.  go-to-market alignment—Make sure your 
marketing content is designed to support 
every step of the go-to-market process—from 
brand awareness to demand generation, to 
sales meeting and proposal generation.  

3.  Create a structure—put a person in charge of 
documenting a thought leadership strategy 
that articulates an institutional point of view 
and addresses client concerns, sales priorities 
and your brand positioning.

4.  “Channel readiness”—to drive sales out-
comes in marketing, media and sales channels, 
your thought leadership content  needs to be 
actionable, targetable, useful, trackable and 
reusable across many channels and devices. 

Forbes Insights works with leading 

marketing organizations to build 

and execute world-class thought 

leadership programs that quickly 

drive measurable sales results.
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This ensures your program will:
•  directly support your sales and marketing 

processes;
•  align with your communications, branding 

and product sales goals;
• drive the right sales outcomes;
• receive funding and support. 
Based on hard-earned experience executing world-

class thought leadership programs, we recommend 
creating a strategic foundation for your program. While 
over 90% of business-to-business marketers fund con-
tent marketing initiatives, most do not have a strategy 
to direct that investment, a plan for how it will generate 
top-line growth or measures that ensure meaningful 
sales outcomes are achieved. And as a practical mat-
ter, organizational integration almost always proves to 
be one of the most diffi  cult parts of executing a suc-
cessful program. So investing time to integrate market 
research on core customer needs, communications pri-
orities and sales objectives across many diff erent sales, 
marketing and product organizations will pay off  with 
a strong thought leadership selling strategy. 

An eff ective way to do this is to assemble exist-
ing market research, communications guidelines and 
sales process documentation into one place. Then lead 

a group of marketing, product, sales and communi-
cations leaders in a brainstorming session that draws 
upon these diff erent institutional assets to identify 12 
to 24 topics and themes that could drive your organiza-
tion’s selling program. This list is the basis of a unique 
thought leadership agenda that outlines issues, ideas or 
topics where your company is (or wants to be) a credi-
ble authority, or where it makes business sense to create 
new expertise. The picture below outlines the diff er-
ent ingredients that go into developing the basis of 
your thought leadership programs. The goal is to draw 
on research and plans from across the organization as 
the source of the themes and ideas you will generate 
and deliver to customers. One output of this workshop 
should be a content strategy that includes:

1.  a thought leadership agenda that articulates a 
consensus institutional point of view and selling 
themes that will help you diff erentiate your brand, 
better engage customers and drive sales outcomes;

2.  a content architecture that aligns your marketing 
content with the sales and marketing process so you 
can assemble, organize, package and measure the per-
formance of your thought leadership content assets.

The critical fi rst step is to defi ne a thought leadership strategy that directly 
supports your “go-to-market strategy.” 

Aligning the Thought Leadership Strategy with the Growth Strategy

• Market research
• Pain points
• Unmet customer needs
•  Language and situational 

fl uency
• Persona-specifi c needs
• “Look alike” customers

Customer Pain Points

+
•  Compelling newsworthy topics
• key messages and branding
• Communications strategy
• Unique ideas, insights
• Institutional point of view
•  “You should know” 

door openers
• key points of diff erentiation

Brand Communications

• Off erings to cross-sell
• Strategic selling process
•  Social, mobile and digital 

channels
•  Business & segment priorities
•  Sales accountability scorecard
•  Execute on customer  targeting
 • Coverage model

Go-to-Market Objectives

+

Defi ne a thought leadership strategy that aligns with your growth strategy
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Creating a thought leadership agenda
A thought leadership agenda is a blueprint that helps your 
marketing team plan, source and package content that 
provides the basis of your thought leadership program. 
The agenda will articulate your organization’s unique 
value proposition to clients. A good thought leader-
ship agenda will define a few core customer themes that 
address client pain points and critical issues your business 
can credibly address with experience, solution and sub-
ject matter expertise. The agenda should expand those 
broad themes into thought leadership areas that can be 
supported by original research, client case studies, strate-
gies or best practices. These represent areas that need to 
be supported by intellectual property, original research 
and white papers. These “tent pole” thought leader-
ship assets can then be further broken down into assets 
that support tactical sales conversations, marketing cam-
paigns and selling situations. The table below illustrates 
how a business banking organization defines the conver-
sation it wants to have with business owners.

Six Benefits of a Thought  
Leadership Strategy

1.   Establish a consensus point of view across  
the enterprise that reflects customer, brand  
and product perspectives

2.  Create a blueprint to plan, source and  
package content

3.  Ensure your content supports the  
go-to-market process

4.  Define content to “connect” the brand  
message you communicate to the solutions  
you sell

5.  Create a framework for aggregating and 
organizing content

6.  Agree on business objectives and measures  
of success

  Why don’t owners spend more time tracking and forecasting cash?

 Finding the cash on your balance sheet

  Strategic Expense Control — cutting costs without losing your 
competitive edge

  Cut, budget, compare and control your expenses to maximize your 
cash flow

  20 actions to improve productivity and free up working capital

  Cash Flow 101: The basics to help you better understand cash flow

  Use electronic payments to control your purchases and maximize 
your profits

  Managing customers for cash flow with discounts and penalties

  4 ways to free up extra cash by balancing your terms and 
conditions

  Selling more for less — maximizing the sales you get from your 
marketing spending

   7 payment options that can improve your cash flow

  Automate your collections process

An Example of a Thought Leadership Agenda Focused on Business Owners

Core Selling  
Themes 

Thought Leadership to Support 
Core Selling Themes 

Issues to Generate Response, Meetings  
and Opportunities

Cash Flow

Word of Mouth Marketing – Low-cost ways to 
leverage your customers to build your business

Financing Growth – Financial options that can 
help you grow your business

Financial Fitness Kit – Practical steps to 
Improve your cash flow and keep your  
business on solid ground

Stretch Your Money – Practical ways to  
find the extra cash your business needs 

Leverage Your Time – The keys to managing  
the most valuable asset In your business

Streamline Your Business – Simple systems  
to make the most of the people you have

Secure Your Retirement – Four keys to  
funding your retirement with your business

Building Wealth Through Ownership – The 
keys to building wealth through your business

Growth

Productivity

Exit Plan
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Developing a content architecture
The second element of a thought leadership strategy is a 
content architecture. A content architecture is an analy-
sis that helps you assess how well your existing marketing 
content, promotions, collateral and other sales resources 
are supporting your salespeople and enabling a quality 
customer experience. 

The table below illustrates how a content architec-
ture can help you:

•  Map exactly how and where your marketing  
content needs to support the marketing and sales 
process, including: demand generation, sales 
meetings and proposal development;

•  Structure marketing content so it can be more easily 
planned, sourced, targeted, distributed and reused 
across many programs, sales channels and devices;

•  Ensure your investment in marketing content 
generates measurable business outcomes.

The secret to creating an effective content architec-
ture is to define content that aligns your brand message 
directly with the solutions and services you sell. Few 

organizations do this well. Marketers generally do a 
good job defining and promoting their brand message 
with ads. Product organizations are prolific at creat-
ing solutions collateral and product content. The trick 
is to create “connective tissue”—advisory assets and 
sales playbooks—to drive that brand message and value 
proposition deeper into the customer buying cycle and 
support day-to-day selling conversations. Specifically, 
your content architecture should help your marketing 
team define, compile, package or create:

1. Proprietary advisory research assets that cred-
ibly articulate your core selling themes, original ideas 
and unique value to help generate response, referrals 
and meetings;

2. Sales playbooks that turn meetings into oppor-
tunities by mapping ideas and insights to relevant 
solutions and subject matter experts and making it easy 
for salespeople to find the right content to advance a 
sales opportunity.

  Build brand awareness

 Execute the brand message in channels

  Differentiate with unique insights

  Address buyer pain points and behavior

  Generate response and change minds

 Open doors and get referrals

  Simplify speed and sales content access

  Support targeting and solution selling

 Map insights to relevant solutions

 Generate top-line sales

 Process Step  Content Assets  Desired Business Outcome

Overview of a Content Architecture

Awareness

M
A

R
k

E
T

In
G

S
A

L
E

S

Demand 
Generation

Sales 
 Engagement

Opportunity  
Development

Brand Communications

Thought Leadership Assets

Sales Playbooks

Solutions, Success Stories and SME
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Top priorities for tech innovation: Agility & Nimbleness.

The C-Suite has divergent views on the role of the CIO . . .

Print publications are still the 
main inspiration for new ideas . . . 

. . . and CEOs have a rosier view
of IT strategy than tech chiefs.

CEO CFO CIO CTO ALL CEO CFO CIO CTO ALL
Agility&

Nimbleness

Strong
Leadership

Expert
Employees

Stream Of
IT-Enabled

Business
Innovations

Better
decisions

through
business

intelligence

In a survey of 300 top corporate chiefs, 
Forbes and NetApp explored current & 

future focus areas for enterprises

In association with:

TOP CXO PRIORITIES FOR

A thought leadership program needs to be based on a 
portfolio of well-thought-out content assets that can be 
eff ectively delivered through your sales, marketing and 
media channels. Thought leadership assets can include 
original research reports, case studies, assessment tools, 
infographics or videos to convey ideas and insights to 
customers. The content architecture outlined on the 
prior page can help you defi ne and prioritize exactly 

which thought leadership content assets are needed to 
fuel your program. To get started, inventory your mar-
keting content to identify existing assets that can help 
drive customer engagement and improve sales eff ective-
ness. From there you can identify content gaps where 
you need to repackage, source or create content to eff ec-
tively support your sales and marketing channels. 

The next step is to assemble, repackage and create “channel ready” 
content that directly supports your thought leadership strategy.

 Featured Research Video

 Original Research Reports

 Subject Matter Expert Blogs

 Virtual Events and Website

 Infographics

 Sales Enablement Tools

“ C H A n n E L  R E A D Y ”  T H O U G H T  L E A D E R S H I P  A S S E T SE x A M P L E

THE CONNECTED MARKETER
HOW APPS ARE ENGAGING CUSTOMERS,  
PARTNERS AND EMPLOYEES

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

The enTerprise  

digiTal advanTage

CapiTalizing on revoluTionary  

new Business Models 

in assoCiaTion wiTh:
assoCiaTiaTia ion wiTh:

THE ROAD TO INNOVATION IS PAVED WITH 

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY

HOW BUSINESS LEADERS ARE CHANGING 

THE RULES OF CORPORATE SUCCESS 

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

Publish thought leadership assets that enable the go-to-market process
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There are three essentials to 

identifying, packaging or creating 

effective thought leadership assets: 

Quality
When it comes to establishing thought leadership, 
quality matters more than quantity. Content marketing 
should not be confused with thought leadership. One 
original, compelling and well-supported insight can 
outperform an avalanche of content marketing. In fact, 
compelling insights and ideas are essential to engaging 
customers as marketers flood social and digital media 
channels with content and a clutter of messages. 

“Channel readiness”
Most of the content created by marketing is not used 
by salespeople. This is because the marketing assets are 
often hard to find, difficult to access on mobile devices 
or not formatted to be useful in face-to-face selling sit-
uations. Your content assets need to be packaged into 
“bite-sized” and easy-to-consume pieces so they can be 
readily used in a variety of sales, marketing and media 
channels. Forbes has published guidelines to help mar-
keters create “channel ready” content that is actionable, 
targetable, useful, “trackable” and reusable. 

Alignment
Most marketing content fails to generate enough leads, 
meetings and cross-sell opportunities. This is largely 
a design problem. Brand communications, ad impres-
sions and product collateral are not always designed 
to open doors or start conversations. To effectively 
support top-line growth, your content needs to be spe-
cifically structured, targeted and packaged to support 
demand generation, solution selling, social selling and 
predictive targeting programs. 
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The table below illustrates eight ways you can transform your institutional 

intellectual property and subject matter expertise into thought leadership 

content assets that can help you drive sales growth. 

Elements of a Thought Leadership Program

 original research reports  Demonstrate the depth and quality of your unique insights, ideas and solutions with 

advisory publications such as research reports, white papers or e-books. the most 

effective marketers create advisory publications based on original primary research 

with peer executives, respected influencers and subject matter experts. these publi-

cations offer clients, prospects and influencers insights that validate risks and oppor-

tunities and provide best practices for solving problems and creating value. Many 

organizations leverage third-party partners as a source of validation.

 selling events  translate your thought leadership into tangible selling events using speaking engage-

ments, client education events, event panel programming, or online webinars and 

videos. Best-in-class selling events leverage internal subject matter experts, exter-

nal authorities or client case examples to introduce issues, ideas, opportunities and 

relevant solutions to target clients, influencers and partners. Using original thought 

leadership to create selling events drives measurable sales outcomes by generating 

response, profiles, face-to-face meetings and referrals.

 sales Playbooks  get your salespeople engaged in the conversation with clients, influencers and part-

ners to support solution selling, targeting, training and cross-sell objectives. Sales 

playbooks leverage your thought leadership and translate it into sales opportunities 

because they make it fast and easy for salespeople to access the best content assets 

needed to support all aspects of a specific sales interaction. Best-in-class sales plays 

will specify calling scripts, discovery guides, the right advice, most relevant solutions 

recommendations and appropriate experts to follow up. 

 sales enablement tools  put your thought leadership research and insights to work during the client engage-

ment, lead generation and validation stages of the go-to-market process. Best-in-class 

sales enablement tools include return on investment models, data visualization tools 

and benchmarking assessments that leverage research insights to validate risks and 

opportunities, and quantify the business benefits of an idea or solution to a client. the 

best tools allow clients to educate themselves about the value of an idea or proposal in 

a self-directed or collaborative manner.
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 Digital Marketing Assets  Maximize the sales impact of your thought leadership investment by repackaging your 

content into compelling and “channel ready” elements that allow you to better lever-

age social, digital and mobile channels. Best-in-class marketers are repackaging their 

thought leadership into “bite sized” digital marketing assets that are easy to consume 

and reuse across channels, programs and devices. the most effective assets include: 

video case studies, animated infographics, data visualization tools, special featured 

research videos and image-based mobile content streams.

 subject Matter experts  Leverage the people within your enterprise who demonstrate your unique exper-

tise using websites, blogs, videos and landing pages that deliver your organizational 

“know-how” in digital, social, mobile and face-to-face channels. Best practices include 

using digital contributor networks that allow subject matter experts to attract and 

engage more clients, prospects and influencers in an ongoing dialogue on the thought 

leadership agenda.

 Digital Media  Amplify your thought leadership investment with a larger audience by leveraging digi-

tal media platforms. Best-in-class marketers are leveraging their unique expertise and 

original thought leadership research in new forms of digital media including: native 

advertising, special feature stories, targeted publishing platforms and topic-specific 

executive newsletters to maximize reach, objectivity and impact. Fueled by thought 

leadership content, these new digital media platforms can deliver significantly greater 

earned media rankings, social media shares, report downloads, viewership and mind-

share than traditional advertising.

 social Media  help your marketing team, salespeople, resellers and media partners to amplify the 

reach of your ideas and insights by delivering your thought leadership assets using top 

social networks including twitter and Linkedin as well as client sales and marketing. 

Best practices include leveraging partners that can provide objectivity and using sub-

ject matter experts to broadcast your message and expand your organic search engine 

rankings and reach.

Elements of a Thought Leadership Program 
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he ability to effectively communicate an idea 
to your customers using your sales, market-
ing and media channels is just as important as 
the idea itself, according to Grant Butler, 
author of the book Think, Write, Grow 

(Wiley Publishing, 2012). Your marketing team should 
be delivering thought leadership content through sub-
ject matter expert blogs, social media, digital marketing 
campaigns and digital media platforms. Your sales force 
should be delivering thought leadership assets to your 
customers using customer selling events, sales play-
books and sales enablement tools.

Our business-to-business clients are executing dis-
ciplined programs that amplify the impact of their 
thought leadership content in their sales, marketing and 
media channels and drive sales results by supporting 
every step of the go-to-market process. For example, a 
major financial services firm executed a thought lead-
ership program that used original research and best 
practices to solve a major client problem—improving 
cash flow. The program used digital marketing assets to 
drive hundreds of business owners to take a benchmark 
assessment on a digital marketing website every month. 
The firm used selling events to get more than 12,000 
qualified business owners to register for or attend face-
to-face breakfast seminars. It used sales playbooks as 
an efficient way to teach 500 sales representatives easy 
ways to cross-sell eight relevant solutions to these busi-
ness clients. And it used original research reports as a 
compelling reason to generate thousands of referrals 
and follow-up meetings with these prospects. 

The final step is to execute your thought leadership program through a mix of marketing, 
media and sales channels to maximize customer engagement and  

generate measurable sales outcomes. 

Our business-to-business clients are 

executing disciplined programs that 

amplify the impact of their thought 

leadership content in their sales, 

marketing and media channels.

Engage customers using a mix of marketing, media and sales channels
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Your sales force should be 

delivering thought leadership 

assets to your customers 

using customer selling events, 

sales playbooks and sales 

enablement tools.

Delivering Thought Leadership Assets Through Marketing, Media and Sales Channels

Awareness Demand 
Generation

Sales 
 Engagement

Opportunity  
Development

Digital Marketing 
Campaigns

Social Media 
Campaigns

Subject Matter 
Expert Blogs

Digital Publishing  
Platforms

Selling Events
 

Sales  
Enablement Tools

Sales  
Playbooks

Research  
Reports
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D I G I T A L  M A R k E T I n G  C A M P A I G nE x A M P L E

 Digital Media Promotion

 Digital Marketing Assets

 Selling Events

 Sales Enablement Tools

 Original Research Reports

 Sales Playbooks

Awareness Demand 
Generation

Sales
 Engagement

The Financial Fitness Program
Practical	Steps	To	Accelerate	Your	Cash	Flow		
And	Keep	Your	Business	On	Solid	Ground

NEVER STOPS

IMPROVING

SOLID

19

Why it Makes Sense
Many business owners lack the cash they need because they have problems aligning terms of 
sale between their customers and their suppliers. Some owners are paying suppliers faster than 
customers pay them. Other owners are buying too much too soon in order to get a delivery 
commitment and have to wait for sales to catch up. This can be a big problem because when 
your payment terms are out of alignment, you can tie up a surprising amount of cash in 
receivables and inventory.

According to a survey of business owners by SunTrust, 28% of business owners changed payment 
terms to improve cash flow during the challenging economy1. They were able to improve cash 
flow by focusing time and attention on how efficiently they bought and delivered their goods 
and services, how fast they got paid by customers, and how quickly they put their cash to  
work again.  

What To Do
If your business is profitable on paper but tight on cash, you might want to take a look at the payment terms and conditions 
you have established with your customers and suppliers. There are four steps you can take to better align your suppliers’ 
terms to reduce the amount of cash you have tied up in customer and supplier financing:

1. Match “days to pay” between the terms you offer your customers and those you provide your suppliers to help ensure 
you are not paying your suppliers faster than your customers are paying you.

2. Make discounts and penalties work for you by helping you speed cash into your company and paying less cash to  
your suppliers.

3. Balance your financing terms so you are not lending too much cash to your suppliers and customers.

4. Negotiate the definition of “delivery” to ensure you get paid faster by your customers and limit hidden delivery costs.

The best practices report on the next page will help teach you these four practical ways to limit the amount of cash  
you tie up when extending credit to your customers and suppliers by better balancing your customer and supplier terms  
and conditions.

SunTrust Solutions to Help You Take Action
SunTrust offers a range of practical solutions to help you better manage your customer and supplier terms:

• SunTrust Online Cash Manager helps ensure you comply with your payment terms because it provides you the ability to 
more tightly control when you pay your suppliers electronically with Online Bill Pay.

• SunTrust card solutions can help you align your supplier terms because paying suppliers with cards gives you the 
flexibility to take advantage of supplier discounts and defer payment until your card payment due date.

• ACH Origination through Online Cash Manager gives you greater flexibility and efficiency in making and collecting 
payments which helps you avoid late payment fees and take advantage of early payment discounts.  

• SunTrust helps companies conducting business globally to negotiate payment terms and conditions and limit payment 
risks with letters of credit and export credit insurance.

You can go to the SunTrust Business Solutions Central web site to learn more at: www.bizsolutionscentral.com.

28%
of business owners 
changed payment 
terms to improve 
cash flow in the  
last 12 months1. 

Action: Align Supplier and Customer Terms 
to Match Timing and Level of Spending

What To Do
If your business is profitable on paper but tight on cash, you might want to take a look at the payment terms and conditions 
you have established with your customers and suppliers. There are four steps you can take to better align your suppliers’ 
terms to reduce the amount of cash you have tied up in customer and supplier financing:

1. Match “days to pay” between the terms you offer your customers and those you provide your suppliers to help ensure 
you are not paying your suppliers faster than your customers are paying you.

2. Make discounts and penalties work for you by helping you speed cash into your company and paying less cash to 
your suppliers.

3. Balance your financing terms so you are not lending too much cash to your suppliers and customers.

4. Negotiate the definition of “delivery” to ensure you get paid faster by your customers and limit hidden delivery costs.

The best practices report on the next page will help teach you these four practical ways to limit the amount of cash 
you tie up when extending credit to your customers and suppliers by better balancing your customer and supplier terms 
and conditions.

SunTrust Solutions to Help You Take Action
SunTrust offers a range of practical solutions to help you better manage your customer and supplier terms:

• SunTrust Online Cash Manager helps ensure you comply with your payment terms because it provides you the ability to 
more tightly control when you pay your suppliers electronically with Online Bill P

• SunTrust card solutions can help you align your supplier terms because paying suppliers with cards gives you the 
flexibility to take advantage of supplier discounts and defer payment until your card payment due date.

• ACH Origination through Online Cash Manager gives you greater flexibility and efficiency in making and collecting 
payments which helps you avoid late payment fees and take advantage of early payment discounts.  

• SunTrust helps companies conducting business globally to negotiate payment terms and conditions and limit payment 
risks with letters of credit and export credit insurance.

You can go to the SunTrust Business Solutions Central web site to learn more at: 

Opportunity 
Development

Education, Advice and Solutions
for Today’s Biggest Business 
Challenges

Business Solutions Central can help give you 
the advice, education and solutions you need 
to achieve success and find practical ways to 
address the biggest challenges you face. 
Business Solutions Central puts expert advice 
and innovative business-building tools at your 
fingertips including:

• The Cash Management Evaluator which 
gives you a customized report that shows you 
where you can improve your cash flow the 
most in minutes

• The Financial Fitness Kit which is a free 
resource outlining practical actions you can 
take to improve your cash flow today.
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Best-in-class marketers are executing disciplined programs that amplify the impact of their thought 

leadership content in their sales, marketing and media channels and drive sales results by supporting 

every step of the go-to-market process. Some of the most eff ective techniques include:

Digital Marketing Campaigns

Marketers are leveraging digital, mobile and social media channels to engage buyers conducting self-directed 
research and consideration. They are using compelling, “easy to consume” and “channel ready” digital marketing 
assets in marketing automation, LinkedIn and web marketing campaigns to generate leads and infl uence the deci-
sion making process. Some of the most eff ective marketing tactics include:

•  Short video vignettes featuring customer case studies, expert commentary or research fi ndings
•  Animated infographics, data visualization tools that bring research and benchmark data to life
•  Image-based mobile content streams that are easy to consume
•  Access to original research fi ndings in exchange for profi le information and opt-in
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Subject Matter Expert Blogs

Best-in-class marketers are leveraging their internal experts—product managers, 
product specialists or practice area leaders—in more sales and marketing situations 
using subject matter expert blogs. A blog is a practical way to package and extend the 
reach of your in-house experts using social media networks and native search engine 
optimization. Leading authorities are giving experts resources, incentives and tools 
to publish articles, videos, webinar recordings and demonstrations that can be lever-
aged in social, mobile and digital marketing channels. The most ambitious marketers are dramatically amplifying the reach 
and SEO rankings of their experts by having them participate as guest contributors in digital contributor networks with 
established media. For example, Forbes allows select highly qualified experts to publish on Forbes.com as digital contribu-
tors—which generates much higher search rankings, social media shares and views than in-house corporate blogs.

Digital Publishing Platforms

As the value and impact of ad impressions declines, sophisticated marketers are working with media partners to 
leverage their unique expertise and original thought leadership research in new digital media platforms to maxi-
mize reach, objectivity and impact. Emerging platforms include: native advertising, special feature stories, targeted 
publishing platforms and topic-specific executive newsletters. Fueled by thought leadership content, these new dig-
ital media platforms can deliver significantly greater earned media rankings, social media shares, report downloads, 
viewership and mindshare than traditional advertising.

Selling Events

Customer selling events are sales programs that deliver education and advice through a series of high-quality and 
coordinated customer contacts and face-to-face meetings. These programs use educational workshops or webinars 
as a reason to call customers and prospects, but also engineer additional customer touch points before and after the 
events to maximize customer engagement and face time. Creating a selling event series based on your thought lead-
ership assets is valuable because customers are demanding more education as a core part of the selling experience. 
The key to profitable selling event programs is to use customer education events as the basis of a coordinated stream 
of quality customer contact by sales. Coordinated events that deliver thought leadership have a much higher return 
on investment than standalone sales events or third-party event sponsorships. Any investment in a sales event should 
give a salesperson a reason to contact a customer or prospect many times before, during and after the event in a 
manner that fits with your sales process. If planned properly, your thought leadership assets should be able to sup-
port this process by providing interesting ideas to generate attendance before the event, quality education about an 
important issue during the event and relevant cross-sell recommendations after the event.

Sales Enablement Tools

Sales enablement solutions make it simpler for salespeople to leverage your thought leadership and 
translate it into sales opportunities, because they make it fast and easy for salespeople to access the 
sales playbooks and best content assets needed to support all aspects of a specific sales interaction. Sales 
enablement tools use mobile, CRM and digital technology as a way to deliver the right content and 
information to the right client at the right time to advance the sale. For example, asset management 
firms are using tablet computers to help field sales advisors instantly access research, competitive anal-
ysis and sales information from up to 25 different internal sources in face-to-face client meetings. GE 
Capital and TIAA-CREF calculate they have differentiated the sales experience while saving thou-
sands of days of expensive sales time by automating sales playbooks and advisor content in this manner.

E x A M P L E
Leveraging Technology to  

Execute a Sales Play

E x A M P L E
Leveraging a Subject Matter Expert Blog
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S O L U T I O n  S E L L I n G  S A L E S  P L A YE x A M P L E

Sales Playbooks

One of the biggest roadblocks to executing thought leadership programs in sales is the amount of training and pro-
gram management time required to deliver a coordinated sales program. Sales executives who seek more timely and 
frequent customer engagement on a broader set of solutions are using sales playbooks as a fast and effi  cient way to 
get salespeople to deliver fresh ideas and relevant content to their customers. Sales playbooks spell out a coordinated 
set of actions that ensure the desired outcome from a specifi c customer engagement. Best-in-class sales plays will 
arm the sales representative with “reasons to call,” discovery guides, the right advice, most relevant solutions rec-
ommendations and appropriate experts to follow up. Sales playbooks avoid “product pushing,” increase utilization 
of your selling assets in sales conversations and help identify the content that most eff ectively drives sales outcomes. 
Sales plays turn meetings into opportunities by mapping ideas and insights to relevant solutions and subject matter 
experts, or to case studies to advance the sales process.

reasons to Call
A menu of compelling door 
openers, scripts and email/letter 
templates associated with each 
selling sheet that explain how to 
open doors and introduce new 
ideas clients can use.

supporting Video Assets
Short (less than two minutes) 
videos featuring best practices, 
customer case examples or 
featured solutions that allow 
bankers to deliver insights directly 
to clients and prospects via email or 
web, and deliver their message the 
way many owners prefer.

solution selling guides
One-page solution selling 
guides focused on commu-
nicating a particular idea or 
a solution to a customer pain 
point. Each sheet explains 
how to initiate calls, explains 
actions owners can take to solve 
problems.

Cross-selling Logic
Sales logic that helps bankers 
cross-sell effectively by naturally 
introducing relevant services and 
solutions with questions, diagnostic 
tools or product recommendations.

original Advisory Content
Short, one- to two-page  best 
practices reports with “how to” 
instructions to solve a client problem, 
customer case studies that illustrate 
a best practice and/or the successful 
execution of a SunTrust solution; or 
brief articles promoting SunTrust 
solutions in a strategic context.

reasons to Call
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openers, scripts and email/letter 
templates associated with each 
selling sheet that explain how to 
open doors and introduce new 
ideas clients can use.

supporting Video Assets
Short (less than two minutes) 
videos featuring best practices, 
customer case examples or 
featured solutions that allow 
bankers to deliver insights directly 
to clients and prospects via email or 
web, and deliver their message the 
way many owners prefer.

solution selling guides
One-page solution selling 
guides focused on commu-
nicating a particular idea or 
a solution to a customer pain 
point. Each sheet explains 
how to initiate calls, explains 
actions owners can take to solve 
problems.

Cross-selling Logic
Sales logic that helps bankers 
cross-sell effectively by naturally 
introducing relevant services and 
solutions with questions, diagnostic 
tools or product recommendations.

original Advisory Content
Short, one- to two-page  best 
practices reports with “how to” 
instructions to solve a client problem, 
customer case studies that illustrate 
a best practice and/or the successful 
execution of a SunTrust solution; or 
brief articles promoting SunTrust 
solutions in a strategic context.
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Buying smarter can help you 
improve your cash flow because 
the goods and services you 
buy from your suppliers and 
subcontractors may be tying  
up a lot of cash.

•	 Fine	 tune	 and	 forecast	 deliveries	 so	
you	can	control	your	 inventory	 levels	
and	pay	for	only	what	you	need.

•	 Streamline	the	process	of	creating	the	
budgets,	spending	limits,	and	controls	
you	 need	 to	 improve	 your	 operating	
margins.

Not	 only	 can	 paying	 electronically		
conserve	 cash,	 but	 it	 also	 saves	 owners		
time	 and	 hassle	 by	 streamlining	
management	 of	 payments,	 budgets,	
expense	 reports,	 and	 purchasing	
decisions.		For	example:	

•	 Credit	 and	 check	 cards	 eliminate	
much	 of	 the	 work	 and	 hassle	 with	
managing	employee	spending	 includ-
ing:	enforcing	 spending	 limits,	 track-
ing	petty	cash,	collecting	receipts,	and	
reconciling	cash	withdrawals.		

•	 An	online	banking	solution	allows	an	
owner	 to	 see	all,	or	most	payments	 -	
checks,	 payroll,	 tax	 and	 credit	 card	
purchases	-	 	 in	one	place	at	any	time	
with	just	a	personal	computer	and	an	
Internet	connection.

•	 Having	all	of	your	expenses	online	can	
eliminate	 the	 need	 for	 manual	 data	
entry	 into	 accounts	 payable.	 These	
records	can	be	 imported	directly	 into	
your	 accounting	 software	 –	 reducing	
the	 time	 spent	 on	 bookkeeping	 and	
account	reconciliation.

•	 A	lot	of	cash	is	used	to	buy	the	parts	
and	 raw	 materials	 you	 use	 to	 build	
the	products	you	sell,	particularly	for	
companies	 in	 the	 manufacturing	 or	
construction	businesses.		

•	 More	cash	 is	 tied	up	 in	non-product	
costs	such	as	travel	and	entertainment	
costs	 or	 the	 services	 necessary	 for	
running	your	business	 like	electricity,	
payroll,	and	phone	services.	

•	 A	 surprising	 amount	 of	 your	 operat-
ing	cash	can	be	 tied	up	 in	 inventory	
-	 storing	 raw	 materials,	 unfinished	
products,	 or	 finished	 inventory	 in	
your	plants	and	warehouses	–	particu-
larly	if	it	sits	around	long	enough.	

Business	 owners	 have	 an	 opportunity	
to	 gain	 more	 control	 of	 these	 expenses	
with	 far	 less	 time	 and	 paperwork	 by	
making	 their	 purchases	 electronically		
using	online	payments	or	cards.	Making	
more	 of	 your	 purchases	 electronically	
can	 help	 you	 buy	 smarter	 because	 it	
gives	you	better	information	about	your	
purchases.	 Consolidating	 all	 of	 your	
purchasing	transactions	electronically	in	
one	convenient	place	lets	you:	

•	 Negotiate	 better	 deals	 and	 volume	
discounts	 from	 suppliers	 you	 work	
with	regularly.

Use Electronic Payments

How Electronic Payments Help 
You Control Your Purchases 
and Maximize Your Profits

1.  Enhance Control. Paying 
electronically gives you control 
over your purchases and helps you 
manage the problems associated 
with manually managing paper 
cash, checks, expense reports  
and receipts. 

2.  Facilitate Analysis. Making 
purchases electronically gives 
you information and reports that 
can help you track, analyze, and 
optimize your spending.  

3.  Improve Visibility. Paying 
electronically gives you more 
visibility on your purchases by 
allowing you to consolidate your 
purchase transactions into a single 
online banking account.

4.  Reduce Complexity. Making your 
purchases electronically allows 
you to streamline cash flow 
management and reporting by 
eliminating much of the time and 
hassle associated with manually 
managing paper cash, checks, 
expense reports, and receipts.

5.  Provide Savings. Check and credit 
cards can save you money by 
helping you earn discounts and 
rewards for making everyday 
business purchases.

to Control Your Purchases and 
Maximize Your Profits

28%
of  business owners
changed payment
terms to improve
cash fl ow in the 
last 12 months.
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Why it Makes Sense
Many business owners lack the cash they need because they have problems aligning terms of 
sale between their customers and their suppliers. Some owners are paying suppliers faster than 
customers pay them. Other owners are buying too much too soon in order to get a delivery 
commitment and have to wait for sales to catch up. This can be a big problem because when 
your payment terms are out of alignment, you can tie up a surprising amount of cash in 
receivables and inventory.

According to a survey of business owners by SunTrust, 28% of business owners changed payment 
terms to improve cash flow during the challenging economy1. They were able to improve cash 
flow by focusing time and attention on how efficiently they bought and delivered their goods 
and services, how fast they got paid by customers, and how quickly they put their cash to  
work again.  

What To Do
If your business is profitable on paper but tight on cash, you might want to take a look at the payment terms and conditions 
you have established with your customers and suppliers. There are four steps you can take to better align your suppliers’ 
terms to reduce the amount of cash you have tied up in customer and supplier financing:

1. Match “days to pay” between the terms you offer your customers and those you provide your suppliers to help ensure 
you are not paying your suppliers faster than your customers are paying you.

2. Make discounts and penalties work for you by helping you speed cash into your company and paying less cash to  
your suppliers.

3. Balance your financing terms so you are not lending too much cash to your suppliers and customers.

4. Negotiate the definition of “delivery” to ensure you get paid faster by your customers and limit hidden delivery costs.

The best practices report on the next page will help teach you these four practical ways to limit the amount of cash  
you tie up when extending credit to your customers and suppliers by better balancing your customer and supplier terms  
and conditions.

SunTrust Solutions to Help You Take Action
SunTrust offers a range of practical solutions to help you better manage your customer and supplier terms:

• SunTrust Online Cash Manager helps ensure you comply with your payment terms because it provides you the ability to 
more tightly control when you pay your suppliers electronically with Online Bill Pay.

• SunTrust card solutions can help you align your supplier terms because paying suppliers with cards gives you the 
flexibility to take advantage of supplier discounts and defer payment until your card payment due date.

• ACH Origination through Online Cash Manager gives you greater flexibility and efficiency in making and collecting 
payments which helps you avoid late payment fees and take advantage of early payment discounts.  

• SunTrust helps companies conducting business globally to negotiate payment terms and conditions and limit payment 
risks with letters of credit and export credit insurance.

You can go to the SunTrust Business Solutions Central web site to learn more at: www.bizsolutionscentral.com.

28%
of business owners 
changed payment 
terms to improve 
cash flow in the  
last 12 months1. 

Action: Align Supplier and Customer Terms 
to Match Timing and Level of Spending

supporting Video Assets
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how we can heLp yoU 
become an indUsTry 

ThoUghT Leader
To leverage our thought leadership selling best practices and move faster than 

the competition, you might consider asking for help or outsourcing aspects of 

this process. Forbes Insights works with top marketing organizations around 

the world to build and execute world-class thought leadership programs that 

drive measurable sales results in one sales quarter.

We design, develop and execute thought leadership programs that support 

your salespeople with a sustained stream of education and advisory con-

tent that diff erentiates your sales model, drives repeat sales calls and delivers 

trusted advice.

Culture  
of Quality
aCCelerating growth and  
PerformanCe in the enterPrise 

in assoCiation with:

2014 BNP PariBas  
iNdividual  
PhilaNthroPy iNdex
PhilaNthroPiC JourNeys: the iMPortaNCe oF tiMiNG

The Big Bang
how The cloud is changing resilience in  
The expanding universe of digiTal daTa

in associaTion wiTh:
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