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  INTRODUCTION




  ‘Who are you?’ Sarah winced when I asked her that question. She had built her business for over twenty years and was the country’s leading expert in procurement strategies. Yet every single day she found herself having to explain who she was and what she did. Over and over again, she had to prove her expertise. Sarah focused so much on her knowledge and on delivering a world-class experience to the customers she already had, that she forgot an essential element in growing a business: there’s a whole world out there full of possible clients. But to become your client, they first need to know about you. And nobody knew about Sarah.




  Of course, that’s not entirely true. Sarah was well-known within her niche industry. She lined up project after project. She’d even been on a stage once or twice, talking business to her peers. Within this local empire, she was queen. But she wanted to break out and offer her services beyond the borders of her country and her industry. She wanted to get rid of the stress of having to find a new project, fast, as another was ending. She wanted a steady stream of leads. She wanted to get past the meetings where she was scrutinized and vetted to see if she actually had what it takes to get the job done. She wanted to be challenged by projects that dared her to dig deep and think hard about new solutions. She wanted to be recognised for what she was capable of.




  She and I were scrolling through her social feeds, reading what other businesses were posting and looking for inspiration to solve her issue. The screen was screaming ‘buy this’, ‘buy that’, ‘look how fantastic I am’, ‘we won a prize’, ‘our new product has seven USPs’.




  ‘No,’ Sarah said. ‘That’s not me. I don’t think this even works.’ She was right. This cannot work and it never will. I learned that the hard way.




  After an eighteen-year sales leadership career – I collected all the titles, from Sales Director to Vice President of Sales to Head of Global Sales and Chief Revenue officer–I got tired.




  I was spending more time on internal discussions than on winning deals and growing our customer base. I was stuck in a blame game, wedged in between heads of sales and heads of marketing. On top of that, I was travelling for days on end, being stranded in airports more often than not. I missed my family. This was not what I’d signed up for.




  In truth, I felt like an imposter. While I started out doing what I felt was right and logical, sales started to feel like something dirty to me. Closing, winning, fighting. Increasing margins. Increasing them some more. Walking the minefield of company politics.




  I felt guilty. I felt it was time I restored the balance. Time to find other ways. After another delayed flight, I stopped.




  There was no plan. There were calls and invitations. And then Start it @KBC, Belgium’s leading incubator, invited me to coach start-ups and teach them how to sell. All of them wanted to grow fast and scale their business. All of them were in dire need of proper sales and marketing advice. So there I was, with all my experience and titles.




  They didn’t care about those, though. They just wanted something that worked, that wouldn’t cost them an arm and a leg and that went beyond the traditional stuff. They’d already read the books. So I swallowed my pride, sat down in my office and put up a sign that said ‘free sales advice’. This was what I’d wanted, right? Day one, two people sat down and asked a few questions, which ended with me negotiating a contract for them. Day two, four people sat down and tried to get me to do cold calling. Day three, I had more questions than I had the time for and we had to put a schedule in place.




  That got me thinking about how I could scale my help. How could I teach them more about sales and marketing, and how I could teach more of them at the same time–a path that seemed more interesting than doing the cold calling for them. One way was to climb on stage and share what I’d learned with an auditorium instead of an office. So I took the stage, sharing advice. But the start-up mind only cares to see things that have proven their worth, so I had to find a way to practise what I preached.




  I did all the things I’d been telling my pupils. I set out to help and share my knowledge. I launched a YouTube channel under my own name and started The Sales Acceleration Show. I scaled my own LinkedIn network–big time. Before I knew it, several large investors hired me to help their scale-ups do the same. Almost four years and 250 customers later, I help founders, business owners and freelancers to grow and scale their business at a ridiculous speed.




  ‘But, Michael, I’m no classic sales person.’ Of course not. Neither are my clients, who tell me the same thing in every meeting and workshop. I love it when they do, because it makes them genuine and trustworthy. And that, in the end, is what it’s about if you’re looking for a way to scale your business: what you want is to establish a bond of trust between you and your prospect. Sales talk doesn’t do that. Sincerely sharing the knowledge you’ve gathered over the years, does–and massively so. It’s a way to offer potential customers valuable material that helps them solve their problems. This, right here, is the crux. The golden nugget. The one tiny piece of advice that will make it possible for you to scale your business without selling your soul: SHARE.




  So how do we scale that knowledge of yours, or that of your company? By helping you become a thought leader. An expert in your field. The go-to person in your field of expertise. Someone who shares their knowledge in live talks, books and online.




  Along these pages, we’ll find ways to dig up all the wisdom you have in you, distil it in formats that are tailor-made for your prospective audience and spread it at a large scale. Because just like the startups didn’t care about my titles, others don’t know you and therefore don’t care about you or your business.




  Unless…




  Unless you’re offering something valuable. Something that hits a nerve. Something that soothes your prospects’ aching. Something that solves their problem. Something that matters to them.




  I – You are your biggest problem
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  I keep meeting people who impress me with their wisdom. Exactly the kind of expertise the world should be in on. Actionable knowledge, the stuff that makes a difference, if only it were wide-spread. When I ask these modern-day savants why they don’t share their learnings beyond their realm of friends and colleagues, though, they usually answer me with a shrug. I’m not the best, they say, so who would care? Or: there are people out there who are much smarter than I am.




  In fairness, that’s true. These people I’m talking about may not be the ultimate best. But why should that hold anyone back from speaking up? That’s nonsense. And it’s precisely why nobody knows them.




  So yes, you’re right if you think there probably is someone out there who is much smarter and much better than you at what you do. Let’s assume there is this authority on the subject, publishing book after book. Does that mean there isn’t any room left for you? Chances are you’re imagining this expert to be faster, bolder and better than you. But why focus on them? And if you’re not sure if this spot is already taken, then why couldn’t it be you that’s publishing all this content on the subject?




  It’s not about being the best person, nor the first. It’s about starting somewhere. Look at the companies that are scaling fast; none of them were originally the best. What they did was take an idea and perfect it. Apple did not invent the computer. But they excelled in their execution of it, turning it into a personal computer. They added a mouse, a visual interface, a touch screen and so on. Tesla didn’t invent the car, nor the battery. Yet they are now aiming for Mars, literally. All those big ones have had to start somewhere. And so do you. Because if you don’t start, you’ll never know what possibilities are out there.




  Nobody cares




  The next reason why nobody knows you, is because you think nobody cares about your ideas, about your knowledge or even about you as a person. You could be right or wrong there. But as long as your prospective audience doesn’t know you, there is no way to tell. If you give them content that enables them to solve some of their problems, and if you give them this knowhow without asking for anything in return, then they will care about you. And at a later stage, they will knock on your door to solve their next problem.




  You will care about them, too. This book is not about building profit just to boost your revenue. Sure, amounts with extra zeroes at the end are nice. But it would be nicer still if what you did made real sense. If that money was earned in a way that makes you proud. If the money was all thanks to your abilities. If it was deserved. Sharing your knowledge is a way to do that. Believe me, there is nothing more fulfilling, more rewarding than somebody coming up to you to say that because of you; their world has changed. Because of your post, they reinvented their business. Because of you, their idea was a hit.




  I care. I wrote this book because I do. After meeting so many founders, execs, freelancers and other business profiles, I realised I cared. I want all of you to win. I want your idea to make it big. And I want the people who should know about you to know about you. To trust you. And to help you grow your business.




  It’s not about the loudest voice




  A few years ago, I ran a large sales team in the Netherlands. One of the sales guys on my team was the type that comes across as extremely confident. He had an answer to everything and was vocal on his opinions, manipulating an entire meeting so it looked like he was the one to control it all. Turned out he didn’t: at the end of the day, his numbers weren’t quite on a par with his image. He taught me a valuable lesson: the ones who shout the loudest aren’t always the ones who are right.




  So when you see a video, read a book or see someone on stage, look beyond the pose. Know that them being out there, looking confident, is a question of mastering certain techniques. Learn the techniques. Leverage them. And apply them to grow your own business.




  This book was not written to tell you how to become a guru in seven simple steps. I’ve met tons of gurus and only rarely have I been impressed with their unique knowledge. I have, however, been impressed with the methods and systems they use to spread their message and reach millions of people. And that, much like looking confident on stage, is something you can learn. It is a technique, that is all.




  These pages aren’t about pursuing fame. They’re about building a strong personal brand, one that you can apply to what you want to do, be it running a business or running for president. Because if you want to build or grow any type of business, you will need to make sure your potential customers know about you. And you do that by helping them reach their goals, which in turn you achieve by sharing your knowledge, or your team’s. In the end, it’s the one who creates value for his customers who wins.




  So if you want to scale your business, you’ll have to leverage your expertise. And your expertise is made of the stuff you’re interested in. It’s what matters to you. It’s what you care about. It’s what you’re passionate about. In short: it’s you. So why wonder who it is you want to be? Since it’s your knowledge that will be the basis of your personal brand, who else can you be; but you?
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  Start with who: the company or you




  I was recently asked by a large retail brand to host a workshop on social selling. I had the entire sales and marketing team sitting in front of me. Just as I was about to kick off, the head of marketing asked if she could give a short introduction. ‘It’s a pleasure to welcome Michael to inspire and educate all of you on social selling,’ she said. ‘Our goal is for you to leverage these learnings to acquire new customers. To streamline this communication, we’ve put together a board-approved charter with guidelines on how to act on social media. Safe to say we’ve agreed to adhere to only the highest standards. Let’s have a look.’




  Next, we all had to sit through a twenty-minute list of what not to do on social media, followed by another ten minutes of explaining how to get your post approved if by any chance you still felt a need to be vocal. She wrapped up by saying: ‘Enjoy the training, we are all looking forward to see you find new customers.’ Believe me, motivation levels were soaring.




  I have seen this attitude over and over again, rearing its ugly head in most sizable companies. While the intention is to uphold quality standards and ensure uniformity, it drains employees of their enthusiasm.




  But if the employees are tongue-tied, then who should do the talking? Who should be on social media? Who should the customers know? Is it the people in the company, or the company itself? To understand them, we need to crawl into the minds of these companies on the one hand, and their employees on the other.




  How companies think




  Whether it’s the marketing department that calls the shots or the communication team, their job is to be on top of everything brand-related. Campaigns, visuals, designs, ads, social media posts, you name it. If the company logo is on there, it’s their responsibility.




  This is how most companies think:




  1.We have to protect the brand at all costs. Every word and every image put out by the company needs to match the highest corporate standards.




  2.We need to be consistent in all brand expressions. When in doubt, check the style guide. It will tell you about the use of company colours, the tone of voice, where to put the logo and how big.




  3.The content needs to be approved by marketing and/or communication. This will take time, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. Then, it needs to be approved by the legal department to make sure we don’t run into any legal issues.




  4.We select a few individuals who can act as a spokesperson for the company. They, and only they, can speak out about the company in their own name and will be thoroughly trained in their role as a certified mouthpiece.




  5.Everything we say is meant to show how fantastic our product/service is, and how great it is to work here. In concreto, this means we talk about a new product or service we’re launching, a mention in the news, prizes we’ve won, events we’re hosting etcetera. Each tweet is part of our employer branding programme.




  And so on. All these rules have one thing in common: they are about controlling each and every form of communication and rooting out anything that doesn’t match the carefully curated company brand. They are about grooming and maintaining an image for the outside world. Usually, these rules grow organically: an issue pops up and the company decrees a rule to prevent the chaos from spreading. The motto: contain and control. And that makes sense, just like most of the rules themselves make sense.




  However, this is a defensive approach, aimed at protecting a company’s assets and market share. It’s a traditional way of going about things–but not necessarily the most efficient one. In terms of high performance and growth, companies clinging to this approach risk being outsmarted by a newer, faster, digital-savvy generation. In a world where scaling your communication at the global level costs peanuts and can (more or less) be executed by anyone with a smartphone, the control obsession has become obsolete. Control makes you slow. It breeds rigidity. At times when every company’s looking to be agile, it’s trust rather than control you should be shooting for. Plus, taking the control thing too far will affect your brand. It creates negative employer branding and–worse–bland content.




  Thought leadership
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  How employees think




  While companies care to protect what’s theirs, employees, CEOs and freelancers think and act as individuals, meaning they have very different motives when using their personal social accounts to talk about their brand.




  This is how individuals think:




  1.What will my colleagues, friends and family think?




  2.Maybe I don’t like the products my company is selling. Can I identify with a coffee brand when I’m really a tea drinker myself?




  3.If I trade places within the company, or go to work for another company altogether, how does that influence what I post online?




  4.Let’s say I start posting about things I find interesting. How will I manage the workload? Will I need to post in the evening? How do I balance my private life versus my company life?




  5.Which tools and channels should I use and what to use them for? What if I have a following on TikTok but the business finds it an inappropriate platform?




  I see these same points come up at every training. Their common denominator is fear. People are afraid of what will happen when they voice their opinion or share their knowledge. They fear their work will spill over into their personal time. They are frightened to put themselves out there, paralysed by what others might think or the possibility of their posts going viral and eating up their privacy.




  I tell them to rest assured: overnight successes are extremely rare, statistically speaking. It takes time to get noticed and be trusted. But while building a receptive audience is time-consuming, that doesn’t mean it’s not worth the effort. Much to the contrary.




  The people or the company?




  We haven’t yet answered the question of who is most relevant: the people, or the company?




  During holidays, I tend to go (almost) offline for a while to rethink my strategy. A few summers ago, I switched off social media completely and focused on building new content. After seven weeks of silence, I wrote my first post on LinkedIn.




  Here is the post:
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  I posted this to my personal profile, basically selling a workshop. I didn’t even mention my company. A few days after posting, I checked my company website’s statistics. This is what I saw:
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  I was amazed. I had posted on my personal account, but people who read it had gone on to visit the company website. I was intrigued. Over the next couple of years, I did a lot of experimenting, sometimes posting as a person, sometimes as a company, just to measure the impact. I found my personal posts had the same effect, time and time again. Experience teaches me that there is a direct correlation between what you post as a person and the impact this has on visits to the company page, registrations to webinars and the amount of meetings you’re invited to… the lot.




  

    Healthcare company example –
Difference in likes, comments and shares
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    Marketing and advertising company example –


    Difference in number of views
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    Marketing and advertising company example –


    Difference in likes, comments and shares
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  If the correlation between personal posts and traffic to the company website is a given, then I figured there must be ways to leverage this traction. Ways to scale the trust these people had put in me–and consequently in my company–and put it into a model. A scalable one, too, that can generate much more revenue and attract customers.
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  These statistics were gathered by LinkedIn in 2018. Them being responsible for 64% of all visits to corporate websites is truly insane. If you were still wondering whether it’s a channel you should leverage for your business, there’s your answer.




  

    How helping employees build their personal brand will help your company




    By Koen Stevens, CEO at Ambassify




    Koen Stevens knows about personal brands. As the founder and CEO of Ambassify, he helps companies drive their sales, playing on brand advocacy and helping them using social proof. His vision is what got him clients like Barco, Allianz and Swiss Life. And his vision is exactly what he’ll be sharing in this guest article.




    Back in 2018, our customer KBC wanted to reach out and let the world know that they would be the very first Belgian bank to offer their customers the possibility to chat directly with them through WhatsApp. Typically, a firm would proceed by allocating a very decent amount of money to a communication campaign. Next, an advertising strategy would see the light of day.




    Not this time though, as KBC decided to change strategies. By asking a small segment of their employees to help and spread the word through their social channels, they generated nearly 24,000 clicks leading to an article on their website, spending absolutely nothing on media. What’s the average cost-per-click within your industry? You do the maths.
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    As Michael points out in this book: trust is the new currency. When employees share their employer’s content online, they generate eight times the engagement the message would receive if it had been posted on the brand’s regular channels. I am sure you’ve noticed how the numbers change when you post the same content on LinkedIn through your company page versus your personal page.




    Fact is; people like to hear from other people. As humans, we tend to put our trust in our peers, in people exactly like us. What I am saying is simple: encourage your employees to take the stage when it comes to representing your company’s brand. Help them build their personal brand and your company will benefit from their success in the long run.




    Sticking together when circumstances push us apart




    Two years down the road, it’s 2020 and the COVID-19 pandemic has shaken things up for business leaders across the globe. While they still want to genuinely connect with their employees, things have changed. That jaw-dropping office building with all its perks has lost most of its importance overnight. Long gone now are the hours spent in a meeting with the COO of a well-respected media company, him being mostly busy discussing the exact location for the new office building with his assistant.




    While company culture remains essential to forge a bond between a company and its employees, the rules of how to keep those employees on board have changed for sure. Maintaining a meaningful relationship between both parties while kicking the aspect of physical togetherness out of the equation, is quite the challenge. Today, employees are working from different locations and the office isn’t necessarily their second home anymore. That’s why it is now more important than ever to keep employee engagement at the highest possible level.




    To protect its employees, customers, and families, Belgian fashion retailer JBC decided to close its stores even before the government issued a policy closing all non-essential shops. Ever since they’ve existed, this family business has been close to its employees and customers. During this challenging period, the company again underlined the importance of caring for their employees’ well-being by working out a process with Ambassify to guide, motivate them, inform them, and keep them involved with the company.




    A great example is the weekly personal video mail the company’s CEO shared with his employees. When there was no physical way to meet, this small but consistent act gave the people at JBC a sense of perspective. While it was still video and long-distance, this carefully recorded message didn’t feel to them like the umpteenth Zoom room with a failing internet connection and a hundred other employees. That sense of proximity to the company is essential in retaining your employees’ trust during difficult times.
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