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PRAISE FOR THE STRATEGIC BUSINESS INFLUENCER



“There’s a reason most CEOs struggle to make marketing work: They don’t see how their role has changed. This book delivers that clarity—and a strategy that aligns leadership with growth.”


—Camille Burns, CEO, Women Presidents Organization


“For anyone looking to elevate their strategic influence and impact, both personally and professionally, this book is a must-read. Paige does a masterful job articulating the ‘why’ for visibility, in life and in business.”


—Kelley Fain, President, Shaw Commercial


“Most branding books are all talk. This one is actually useful. Paige keeps it real and shows leaders how to turn what they are doing into results.”


—Brandon Phillips, World Series Champion, 3x MLB All-Star, 4-time Gold Glove Winner, Silver Slugger Award Winner, and Owner, The Atlanta Smoke


“Think you’re too busy as a CEO to build your brand? Paige shows how you’re already doing it—just not strategically. This book will show you how to amplify your actions to deliver business results.”


—Joel Trammell, 5-time CEO, Author, Chairman, Founder, and Investor


“This isn’t about likes, followers, or fame. It’s about building a company that lasts by leveraging your leadership, your voice, and your mission. Paige nails the modern formula for trust that scales.”


—Dr. Kara Hartl, Founder and CEO, Troy Medical


“Most books teach tactics. Paige teaches strategy: how to weave your brand into every message so your company stands out and sustains momentum.”


—Sarah Goodman, Managing Partner and President, Eminence M&A Strategies


“This is the book I wish I had when I launched my business. I never saw myself as someone who could ‘do sales,’ but this book affirms what I had to learn the hard way: Authenticity and honesty aren’t just acceptable—they’re powerful. For leaders who would rather lead with purpose than self-promote, this book redefines what effective marketing can be.”


—Michelle Ray, CEO, Absolute Facility Solutions, LLC


“The Strategic Business Influencer marries practical, actionable steps with an unwavering commitment to authenticity as one focuses on branding. I found the book’s six-step approach, from defining your unique ‘Influence ID’ to turbocharging referrals, to be a refreshing road map for leaders who understand that genuine connections and high-touch interactions are the true currency in business and the most enduring asset in a competitive landscape.”


—Christa Kleinhans Tuttle, Founder, Investor, Strategic Advisor, Board Facilitator


“Paige gives leaders the blueprint to thrive in today’s world. If you’re still relying on old-school PR or chasing social media trends, read this before you waste another dollar.”


—Jennifer Seay, Founder and CEO, Art + Artisans


“Paige Velasquez Budde is an amazing leader who is able to translate her deep knowledge and breadth of experiences in marketing into this book. This book gets one thing right that most miss: marketing only matters if it leads to business results. Paige makes the case for building trust as a growth strategy—and gives you the framework to make it happen.”


—Jane Harvey, President and Owner, Three AlphaGraphics Locations
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Introduction



THE RISE OF THE STRATEGIC BUSINESS INFLUENCER


Sara Blakely was getting ready for a party when she realized she didn’t have the right undergarment to provide a smooth look under white pants. Armed with scissors and sheer genius, she cut the feet off her control top pantyhose and the SPANX revolution began! With a focus on solving wardrobe woes, the SPANX brand has grown to offer bras, underwear, leggings, activewear, and more . . . Sara was named the world’s youngest, self-made female billionaire by Forbes magazine and one of TIME’s 100 Most Influential People.1


Modern-day entrepreneur Sara Blakely started the billion-dollar company SPANX with a $0 marketing budget. She utilized her network, PR, social media, and customer word-of-mouth to educate her customers and make them feel like they were rooting for her personally, not merely buying the products of a faceless company. Many fans can quote details of her story displayed on her website from memory because she shared it consistently with conviction whenever she had an opportunity. This resulted in raving fans who could share how Sara started her company with just $5,000, how her first headquarters was in a spare bedroom, and how she carried her lucky red backpack everywhere, including when she closed her first big deal with Neiman Marcus. That backpack is now preserved on the wall of SPANX headquarters, and it’s the icon of Sara’s Red Backpack Fund, which elevates other female entrepreneurs.


The brand would never have gotten so big, so fast, without Sara’s willingness to go store-to-store to educate consumers on the product, build valuable relationships with those who believed in her product, and share her personal vision and human vulnerability. There is no big SPANX corporate marketing campaign that skyrocketed the brand to a billion-dollar company. Sara took a grassroots approach, listening to her customers and bringing authentic visibility to her journey while growing SPANX through the press, speaking engagements, and social media channels. What was unique about Sara, and why many customers related to her, is that she never tried to be someone she was not. She knew she was different from the other leaders in the undergarments industry because she had a mission bigger than herself for women. Sara recalls in a video on her Instagram being the only woman in a meeting on the manufacturing floor, realizing she did not have the most money (only $5,000) or the most experience in the room, but knowing she probably cared the most. So she said:




“LET ME SEE WHAT CAN HAPPEN IF I CARE THE MOST.”





She leaned into that authenticity, making it her competitive advantage, even though she caught flack for it at the beginning of her career. She often publicly shares most about her biggest failures and mishaps both in building SPANX and as a working mom, bringing a memorable sense of humor and self-deprecation relatable to any woman in her target audience.


Her bond with her fans is so intense that even when she decided to sell a majority stake in the company in October 2021, unlike nearly every other merger & acquisition announcement, which typically funnel through high-dollar PR firms and official press releases, she made the announcement via her personal Instagram account. Sara has since continued to use her platform to rally her audience around the SPANX brand and, more importantly, start new ventures that could serve her mission to advocate for women through products. In 2024, Sara launched her new venture, Sneex, a luxury hybrid high-heel sneaker. This new invention has not been welcomed with open arms in the fashion scene, but whether you like the product or not, the buzz around her launch was very different from the initial launch of her first product, SPANX. On her Instagram account, she shared how differently the marketing strategy of Sneex was compared to SPANX because she already had independently built an audience she could share her latest innovation with outside of SPANX corporate channel followers. Yes, Sara is now a billionaire, but she started like most entrepreneurs of small businesses, with measly funds in a personal bank account—but with one key difference: She saw the potential impact she could have by becoming a Strategic Business Influencer.




Strategic Business Influencer


noun


A business leader who develops high-touch, strong personalized connections, yet scalable relationships to accelerate trust and drive significant impact on their revenue and profits.





When you hear the word “influencer,” who pops into your mind first? A teenager doing a makeup tutorial on YouTube? Soccer superstar Cristiano Ronaldo, with his 603 million Instagram followers? Kim Kardashian? Taylor Swift?


In the age of social media, such influencers have become a prominent force in shaping pop culture and consumer trends. They challenge norms, shift public opinion, and change what the rest of us are talking about, watching, and buying. But to ease your mind, mainstream or celebrity influencers are not what this book is about. The key to business success is not achieved by wacky stunts, dances, political rants, or celebrity gossip to rack up followers on TikTok or Instagram. I’m not encouraging you to record yourself all day and become a social media influencer—at least not how most people use that term. My focus for this book, rather, is on a class of leaders I call Strategic Business Influencers. They’re usually not as famous as Ronaldo, Swift, or Kardashian, but they can be powerful role models for any executive or entrepreneur who wants to build a big brand with a small budget.


According to the US Small Business Administration, 99.9% of businesses in America are categorized as small businesses.2 Even though the competition for small businesses is high, the reality is that budgets are low. It is up to leaders to build and execute a strategy that will rise above the noise and beat out the bigger competition with larger budgets on a consistent basis. Leaders who are visible in an authentic, mission-driven way give companies a competitive advantage that cannot be replicated: their leadership influence. Over the past decade, we have seen leaders carry more influence in the business world than corporate brands. This book will help you explore how to identify your influence and leverage it, not for fame, but to drive business results.


Strategic Business Influencers develop high-touch yet scalable relationships with their customers and other stakeholders by strategically leveraging intentional branding, social media, data acquisition, press, and related platforms. They build trust, credibility, and differentiation at a level previously reserved for big-company CEOs with big budgets. They use the intangible benefits of influence and accessible platforms to accelerate trust and drive a significant impact on their revenue and profits.


I believe the concept of business influencers actually began long before Sara and the internet, with the rise of famous entrepreneurs in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Henry Ford built his personal brand in parallel with his company’s brand. He is still known as one of the most memorable inventors, and his manufacturing business model, now called Fordism, has been used as inspiration for many other successful companies since then, including Google and Apple. Estée Lauder did the same while growing her beauty products empire after World War II. She was a leader known for being the Trojan horse of her product marketing, spearheading primarily word-of-mouth campaigns. She believed she would be the most trusted on-ramp for her customers back to her company and products. Her representation of the brand encouraged women to quickly spread the word about her products. Steve Jobs also established his footprint in the 1980s, when he made his personal coolness inseparable from that of the fledgling Apple Computer. Such leaders integrated their own personalities and expertise into their marketing strategies and word-of-mouth campaigns. They intentionally blurred the lines between a personal brand and a business brand. If you admired the face of a company, you were far more inclined to buy whatever it was selling.


Until the past decade or two, such superstar business influencers were as rare as the size of the businesses they built. Few leaders had the opportunity or resources to emulate Ford, Lauder, Jobs, Walt Disney, or Lee Iacocca. However, in the current environment, opportunities to become a Strategic Business Influencer extend to just about everyone—and just about every leader should recognize and seize those opportunities.


Growing up, I was a musician, singer, and songwriter. I had a unique upbringing going to school during the week and on weekends traveling across the country to play venues like the House of Blues, filming reality TV shows, being featured in national publications such as CosmoGirl (a Y2K publication—remember that one?) and Texas Monthly, and participating as talent for Radio Disney tours. I almost found myself in a full Hannah Montana scene. To be seen by talent agencies and bigwig record executives, you had to hit the pavement touring, which is challenging when balancing “a normal life” is just as important to your family. (A decision by my parents that served me well later in life, as I was only a preteen at the time.) Sure, I had a modest group of fans who traveled to shows, but it would take years to garner the listenership for the music I strived for without a record label to record and release my songs for mass consumption. See, back then, music was not accessible on the internet like it is today. There was no SoundCloud, YouTube, Spotify, or TikTok. I did get interest from managers, publishers, and record labels, but each came with a level of control over my image and music that was not worth the reward for me personally. I did not want anyone to dictate the color of my hair, what I wore, what message I conveyed in my songs, and the style of music I performed. Sound familiar? Many entrepreneurs begin their journey with this mindset around what they experience in their industry.


Now, as you might have guessed based on the biography found on the back of this book, I never hit the Billboard charts, and I veered away from building my career as a musician. But I did pick it back up in my twenties while living in Austin, Texas, known as the live music capital of the world, as a creative outlet and hobby. At that point, I was not into it for the fame. However, I was amazed at how different the landscape looked for musicians and how quickly traction could be generated with access to online platforms that did not exist in my preteen years. After filming a few poorly lit, low-audio-quality videos on my living room couch, I was booking paid weekly bar gigs, and in a matter of months, I had podcast interviews and was approached by a sponsor to upgrade my sound equipment. It became quite the little side hustle to bring in a small amount of disposable income and a fun way to get a free bar tab on the weekends. This new landscape excited me for young musicians because they now had accessibility and all of the control.


This development paved the way for musicians like Zach Bryan, who built a raving fan base and topped music charts before catching the attention of Nashville record labels. Zach is one of the first modern-day musicians who completely circumvented the need for traditional representation by leveraging direct access to his fan base. He enlisted in the Navy to follow in his veteran parents’ footsteps at the age of seventeen and completed tours in Djibouti and Bahrain. Throughout his time in the Navy, Zach started writing songs in his free time and posting them on YouTube. After uploading sixteen songs, Zach found viral video success with his breakout song, “Heading South.” After writing the song minutes earlier, he filmed the video on a phone outside of his Navy barracks in humid 95-degree heat. That video now has more than 30 million views several short years later. He later garnered more fame through TikTok, all while continuing his US Navy service and recording his first album with the help of his fellow servicemen at an Airbnb in Florida. Zach continued to grow his fan base by releasing songs online as he wrote them and made his Grand Ole Opry debut while still actively serving in the US military. It was not until late 2021 that he received an honorable discharge from the Navy to pursue his music career. Once established, Zach inked a deal for his own imprint under Warner Records, where he continues to write and produce his own music—and even signs his own artists. This approach has allowed him to continue fully calling the shots in his career. He has continued to utilize platforms to go against industry norms by partnering with AXS to prevent for-profit resale of concert tickets, keeping tickets reasonably priced for fans, and preventing secondary market inflation. Zach has also rejected the traditional album rollout model by releasing tracks frequently, sometimes without much promotion. He has been known to release more songs in one year than traditional artists release over multiple years. Through this strategy, Zach has now sold over a million albums and over 10 million singles since 2019.3 Although he did not represent a company, Zach used tactics I will explore in this book, and that the music industry had never seen, to create a dominant yet authentic brand.


This book is about how to venture down the road of becoming a Strategic Business Influencer, even for leaders who think they or their businesses aren’t interesting enough to qualify them as such. Let’s consider an example in a space that’s much less glamorous than undergarments and selling out stadiums—regional banking. Local entrepreneur Jeff Wilkinson founded Keystone Bank in Austin in 2018, aiming to develop high-touch relationships with the city’s booming community of entrepreneurs. Keystone offered a consultative approach for entrepreneurs Jeff believed would set them apart from competing banks.


Jeff led his team to differentiate the regional banking experience for entrepreneurs in every way possible—from the look and feel of the brand using a crisp, high-end visual design normally only reserved for global banks, to investing in the technology that allowed business owners the mobile agility most needed but that they could not find outside of name-brand banks to help them accelerate their relationship-building and lead-generation strategy. His vision for Keystone blended an innovative regional bank experience with keeping the most important advantage of banking locally for an entrepreneur, which is the relationship. For any business owner, the most important asset of a local bank is the accessibility and relationship with decision-makers because they can give you the keys you need to open doors and see your vision come to life.


Jeff, a self-made entrepreneur, knew building and maximizing relationships with leaders in Austin’s entrepreneurial community would be one of the most integral aspects of their strategy to master. Of course, he and his leadership team took the typical hands-on approach with coffees, lunches, and events, but this strategy was no different from how bankers in town traditionally built relationships. Jeff added a never-before-seen element to Keystone’s relationship-building strategy that made their bank stand out to prospects and build a more meaningful connection.


As the Keystone team built their new downtown office, they displayed their sleek branding and created a high-end environment with beautiful interior design, but they also differentiated the in-office experience by setting up a podcast studio next to their conference rooms at the front of the bank. The podcast room proudly displayed a prominent “Keystone On Air” sign visible to the bustling street traffic. This piqued the curiosity of many customers who came into the bank. Jeff called the podcast Banking on Community, and the Keystone team used it as a reason to reach out to and invite Austin business leaders to be guests. When they came in to record their episode, his interviewees not only got a tour of the branch but also had an opportunity to sit down with the bank’s chairman and CEO and talk about their leadership and business for over 45 minutes. Jeff’s podcast became a platform for meaningful discussions, shedding light on industry insights, market trends, and useful takeaways for listeners.


Before long, Keystone had a unique brand image as a friend to the Austin entrepreneurial community. It redefined the traditional banking experience, giving its customers a unique platform for dialogue and connection. As Jeff’s strategy business influencer approach paid off, Keystone became the fastest-growing regional bank in Texas. Jeff has also since been named one of the best CEOs in Austin and landed a spot on Austin Business Journal’s coveted Austin Power Players list, next to names like Matthew McConaughey and Kendra Scott.


From regional banking to subfloor manufacturing, women’s undergarments to tech software development, becoming a Strategic Business Influencer builds undeniable leverage for a brand, no matter the industry or business size. I’m passionate about sharing this strategy because I believe everyday entrepreneurs can change the world for the better—I’ve seen it repeatedly. I’ve encountered too many leaders not reaching their full impact and stunting their growth because they have stayed fully behind the scenes. As the cofounder and CEO of Zilker Media, I’ve made it my life’s work to help entrepreneurs worldwide become Strategic Business Influencers.


I first got into this mission by a mixture of a little bit of happenstance, good luck, and hard work that turned into a life passion. I started my career off by exploring work in entertainment PR, retail marketing, and digital strategy for political campaigns. What stuck and ignited my passion for working with business leaders was when I landed a job at a nonfiction book PR and marketing agency in Austin, Texas, called Shelton Interactive. This is where I first cut my teeth in working with the world’s leading CEOs, founders, and executives to establish their brands ahead of their book launches. At Shelton Interactive we worked on over 30 New York Times and Wall Street Journal bestselling business books. Several years later, after launching some of the top business books in the genre, we had an exciting agency strategic acquisition and, not long after, the opportunity to start a new agency alongside my business partner Rusty Shelton, the founder of Shelton Interactive, and a few other key founding team members. When we sat down in 2017 to build out the mission and vision of Zilker Media, we made the decision to broaden the application of what we did so well with authors for PR, strategic content creation, and branding in the previous agency to corporate leaders and the companies they lead—and we haven’t looked back since.


What I’ve seen over the past decade in my work is that the environment for leaders has changed, and an invisible, behind-the-scenes-only leadership style no longer serves you or your company. In fact, this dated approach to leadership can now cause more harm than good. I aim to help leaders with grit, vision, and passion step into a modern CEO role to build a scalable impact and stand out against their larger competitors. I’m passionate about this because I want to see leaders succeed—especially leaders of small to medium-sized businesses struggling to compete with much bigger competitors. Leading your marketing with a logo-versus-logo strategy will never beat out your larger rivals. If leaders do not shift their approach, they will be left behind. My mission is to ensure small to medium-sized businesses stay thriving and even come out on top.


If you feel like you are too early in your business, or even if you feel like you are too late in your career, the strategy in this book also applies directly to you. You might already be apprehensive about this approach because you fear coming across as egotistical or overly self-promotional. Counterintuitively, I’d argue that kind of initial gut reaction is a good sign. In fact, you are precisely the kind of leader I wrote this book for! As you’ll read in the pages to come, becoming a Strategic Business Influencer is not an exercise in becoming a personality or celebrity; it’s an unbeatable way to convey your expertise, trustworthiness, and credibility to customers, investors, and employees in a way that serves them, your team, and your partners along the way.


Megan Gluth, owner and CEO of Catalynt, the largest women-owned supplier of raw materials in North America, initially viewed building her brand as “self-promoting and self-aggrandizing.” Megan shared that she initially had to overcome a few mental hurdles but realized what she had to offer could help others in a way that would ultimately fulfill her.





When my team and I first discussed building my brand, I thought, God, the last thing I need is another thing to do. And I don’t think I’m alone in thinking like that. When you’re an executive, you can look at your brand as just another dreaded to-do item on your list, but I’ve been surprised at how easy it has been to put energy into building my brand because it authentically reflects me in every way. What you see online is really what you get. Staying true to this is important because people will google you before they sit down with you. When what they see matches who I am when I walk into a room, my brand becomes more credible. When doing a business deal such as an acquisition, you have a team of lawyers, investment bankers, and all those fancy people in a room. But at the end of the day, the deal comes down to trust alone. You’ve got to trust me, and I’ve got to trust you. Everything goes away if there is no trust. You cannot build trust without an authentic brand. The interesting thing I’ve encountered since making my story more visible is I see people coming to meetings with a little bit more of their humanity, which I just think makes better business. If I have something to say that could help even one person, that would be fulfilling for me.4





Do you have a similar gut reaction to building your brand as Megan did? Most leaders I meet with do because they share Megan’s mindset when it comes to impact. At the end of the day, it is not only your success but also how fulfilled you are in that success that matters. Your goal shouldn’t be gaining millions of followers; it should be connecting with the right 500 followers who can make a huge difference to the success of your business and career.


Throughout this book, I will share the stories of leaders from a wide range of fields, from business moguls to gritty small business entrepreneurs, who have successfully built big brands with small budgets. I will also share a framework you can run with to execute this powerful strategy and create results for your business without having to quit your day job along the way. First, we will look at the six steps required to become a Strategic Business Influencer.










SIX STEPS TO INFLUENCE



Whitney Wolfe Herd was deeply shaken by the emotional turbulence she endured.


She was cofounder of Tinder and its VP of Marketing until she resigned in 2014 under a cloud of intense controversy and a lawsuit alleging sexual harassment. While under fire in proceedings, Whitney faced public humiliation and online harassment for months through the media and social media platforms. Although she understandably recounts this as a dark time in her life, Whitney turned to her experiences to create a brand that would combat the problem she and so many others experienced: dangerous online spaces. She was determined to make a change.


She channeled resilience to move past the public scrutiny and built a brand that empowered women everywhere by flipping the dating process on its head. Within months of leaving Tinder, she launched Bumble as a female-driven alternative to other dating apps on the market. Like other dating apps at the time, Bumble users could swipe right if they liked a dating profile and/or swipe left if they didn’t to sort through and match with potential partners. But Bumble’s unique feature was if a man and a woman both swiped right and matched, only the woman could reach out and send the first message. This unique feature empowered women to make the first move and allowed for a safer online dating environment because women were no longer inundated with unwanted, toxic messages many receive on other dating apps. On Bumble, women were fully in control of the communication they could receive.


To provide full transparency, I’m not a paid promoter for Bumble. But I’m grateful Whitney dared to launch Bumble in December 2014 because that is how I met my husband in my early twenties. That’s right . . . I swiped right!


Over the next few years, Whitney brilliantly kept brand versus tech at Bumble’s core—a rarity in the tech world that kept Bumble at the forefront of the online dating market and true to its mission. It was the first company in the tech scene to implement behavioral and content moderation as part of its business model, banning well over 880,000 users from the platform over the years.


Whitney launched Bumble with a grassroots-style marketing campaign before the app was even available. In an interview with CNBC, she described the early days of her efforts by saying, “We did not have countless marketing dollars . . . we actually had to be really scrappy.”5 Due to her modest start-up budget, she traveled every weekend to integrate the brand into college campus sororities and fraternities, sharing its mission and, most importantly, her “why.” She used nontraditional tactics to create experiences around the brand that made users talk about Bumble in their networks, ultimately creating a viral effect that snowballed over time. Through hosting branded sorority panty parties and fraternity Bumble-branded pizza parties and utilizing these experiences to educate on the brand’s mission, demand was born across campuses to be part of the online community.


While building demand for the brand, Whitney faced many rejections from investors who doubted that the concept would ever be adopted because it went against societal norms. Instead of taking this feedback as a need to change her approach, mission, or how she presented herself, she used this rejection to fuel her belief in herself. Whitney leaned into this doubt and shared her personal experiences in a real, public way that actually accelerated her company. As her company grew, she seemed to bring more visibility to her raw authenticity as a leader.


Rapid growth enabled Bumble to go public in February 2021, when Whitney was only 31, making her the youngest female CEO to ever take a company public. The moment she became a self-made billionaire and took the company public, she strategically used the time the cameras were on her to further her brand’s impact. She remotely approached the NASDAQ bell at her headquarters in Austin, called the Beehive, turned around, grabbed her one-year-old son from her husband, and rang the opening bell with him on her hip. This was, of course, a move that went viral, shifting the anticipated media headlines and social media captions to a controlled, memorable narrative reinforcing her mission versus the typical—and, most of the time, forgettable—CEO profile and business stats. Every headline that day mentioned her action at that moment. And within a few hours of the IPO, Bumble’s stock was up 63%.


Even as a tech titan, Whitney shared in many interviews that she often faced impostor syndrome throughout her entrepreneurial journey. Being a Strategic Business Influencer didn’t come naturally to her, but she recognized the importance of creating a direct relationship with her audience and committed to it.


Statistics show she’s not alone in that initial apprehension. Global consulting firm Korn Ferry reported in its 2024 Workforce Global Insights report that 71% of US CEOs experience impostor syndrome in their role.6 Many leaders hesitate to make the visible step out from behind their business because they face this challenge. You might be telling yourself that you do not feel qualified enough to become a Strategic Business Influencer. I believe you are wrong, just like Whitney Wolfe Herd was wrong, and I will share stories from many other CEOs throughout this book who also had to overcome this limiting belief. My goal is to help you uncover the areas where you are already driving influence and value with clients, partners, investors, and employees and show you how to amplify them at scale to generate tangible results for your business.


Indeed, the top hiring and matching platform in the world, defines the eight key responsibilities of a CEO in the following order:7




	Representing the company


	Strategic planning


	Overseeing strategic implementation


	Executive evaluation


	Monitoring markets


	Risk minimization


	Setting corporate policy


	Communicating with a board of directors





Research and insights from Forbes,8 Trainual,9 and Harvard Business Review10 all affirm these themes as crucial responsibilities for the top leader in a business. Of course, how granular these activities are depends on the size of your business. I believe to achieve success as a CEO, your time should be spent narrowing in on the above eight categories. As you analyze this list and where you spend your time, you might find that no matter the business or the environment, these responsibilities hold true. The approach to leaning into these responsibilities and driving results for your business has evolved over time. If you were to approach some of these responsibilities even the way you did a few years ago, the results would not be nearly as effective in today’s environment. That is because the goalpost has changed for many CEOs in what influences success in business. Research shows CEOs in today’s landscape will be judged not only by their financial success but also by the influential impact they have on employees, customers, and their communities. Because of this, analysis from the National Institute of Standards and Technology shows that trust is the most vital asset a CEO needs to build because it alone will accelerate a leader’s ability to create a competitive advantage.11


In reality, the ability to master these responsibilities today requires a different mindset for leaders. The modern-day CEO still needs to build a competitive differentiation for their business and trust among their stakeholders, but the road map to accomplishing that now looks completely different. The leaders who are willing to step out from behind the scenes to build influence alongside their business with the right audiences will dominate over those who continue leading with a faceless corporate logo because they have a leg up on the speed with which they can gain influence and trust with their audiences.


Your audience is no longer looking to connect with the most polished brand content, sleek advertisements, or activations—they are looking to connect with everyday people who are authentic, passionate, entertaining storytellers and educators. Edelman’s 2024 Trust Barometer Global Report found that 74% of respondents now trust peers who they see more like themselves just as much as they trust traditional figures of authority such as scientists, physicians, or public office holders.12 No matter the industry, this shift is imperative. The Wall Street Journal covered this phenomenon even rippling among American blue-collar workers, citing a movement of plumbers and construction workers bringing visibility to the work they do daily in an effort to make blue-collar work “cool again.”13 As blue-collar influencers grew, enrollment in vocational schools among the younger generation did as well. Blue-collar influencers have been shown to inspire thousands of young Americans to enter trade work to seek out careers that avoid student debt and desks and that have autonomy.


Authentic influencers are the new trust factor in today’s business environment and, as such, Strategic Business Influencers at the helm of companies can now hold more power than the media, paid advertising, or any corporate brand. So, what does it take to make this shift as a leader? If you are reading this in a panic, you most likely have two thoughts coming to mind.




	Where in the world am I going to find time for this? I already have too many more important things on my plate.


	What if promoting my personal brand comes off as self-serving? I, in no way, want my company to be about me.
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