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PRAISE FOR


THE AUTHORITY ADVANTAGE




“Nothing is more significant for a leader than the ability to make an impact on others. In The Authority Advantage, Rusty and Adam will show you how to make an impact on others at scale and—special bonus—have a lot of fun along the way.”


Claire Shipman


Journalist and New York Times bestselling author




“Employees, customers, and communities look to CEOs and leaders for guidance. Trust me, I know! The Authority Advantage is a refreshing new book that will inspire executives to leverage their leadership position to create more good for all stakeholders.”


Greg Brenneman


Former CEO of Burger King and Quizno’s Subs, former president and COO of Continental Airlines, author of Right Away and All At Once




“As the author of 100 books, you can imagine I get lots of inquiries from leaders asking how they too can share their stories, passion, and knowledge with the world. My first piece of advice is always ‘Call Adam Witty and Rusty Shelton.’ My second piece of advice will now be ‘read The Authority Advantage! ’”


Pat Williams


NBA Hall-of-Famer, cofounder of Orlando Magic, author of Who Coached the Coaches




“When I first met Adam Witty in 2011, I was a successful professional speaker with more bookings than I could handle. Adam convinced me that Forbes Books would easily create and publish a bestseller, which happened exactly with Hyper Sales Growth. The rest is history! Three more bestsellers and innumerable referrals later, The Authority Advantage puts all I’ve learned from Adam and Rusty into an easy-to-read playbook all CEOs and entrepreneurs should follow.”


Jack Daly


Bestselling author of Hyper Sales Growth
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FOREWORD


I WAS FIRED. SACKED. My ideas were too radical for my new bosses at the large, famous company where I had been vice president of marketing. That was twenty years ago.


Without a job, I immediately began building authority by creating a website and email newsletter. I started my blog soon after, and it is still going strong today. And I started speaking at conferences and events.


However, the most important thing I did to build an Authority Advantage was write books. My international bestseller The New Rules of Marketing and PR, originally published in 2007, is now in an eighth edition and has sold nearly a half million copies in twenty-nine languages from Albanian to Vietnamese. I’ve written thirteen books (so far), and several of them made the Wall Street Journal best-seller list. One of my books, Marketing the Moon, was even adapted for the three-part PBS American Experience miniseries called Chasing the Moon. How cool is that?


To say that the authority I’ve built has changed my life would be a massive understatement!


The Authority Advantage I created from my books and online content allowed me to exit the corporate world gracefully and live a life of passion. It’s allowed me to serve tens of thousands of people, helping them to grow their businesses and be more personally fulfilled. And, yes—the Authority Advantage I’ve built also means I’m making way more money than I did working for big companies.


An Authority Advantage works so well that it feels like cheating!


This is especially true as consumers have become more and more skeptical of companies, people, and brands.


Everyone is skeptical today. Your team. Your customers. Your suppliers. Your partners. Heck, even your neighbors!


We’re skeptical of the teenage TikTok influencer selling clothing on her channel. We’re skeptical of the big company that says it cares about the environment. And we’re skeptical of the CEO who talks about customers being the most important constituent they serve.


The good news is that skepticism melts away when you create an Authority Advantage by authentically positioning yourself as the mission-driven leader you are.


As my friend Seth Godin likes to say, “Leadership matters.” And the kind of leadership that matters most in this environment is the visible kind—the kind that can build affinity with an increasingly skeptical audience.


Visible leadership is the most effective form of marketing today. It allows you to influence people before you directly interact with them.


Fortunately, you are digging into a book that will show you how to create the most important advantage that exists today—the ability to create trust in a distrusting world.


As Adam and Rusty will show you in the pages to follow, creating an Authority Advantage doesn’t happen by accident. Instead, it’s a systematic approach, a shift from being seen as simply having something to sell to becoming a thought leader having something to teach.


I’ve known Adam and Rusty for more than a decade and admire the businesses they’ve built that are a result of both their authority as well as their helping others create their own authority.


When done well, authority isn’t about ego. It’s about impact and trust, and it’s the most important thing leaders can do to serve.


I wish this book had been available to me twenty years ago when I was trying to figure out how to create an Authority Advantage. The good news is, you’re reading it now—so you are on the fast track to building the kind of authority that will change your business and your life!


DAVID MEERMAN SCOTT


Business growth strategist and author of twelve books, including


The New Rules of Marketing and PR


www.DavidMeermanScott.com


@dmscott
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INTRODUCTION:


The Urgency of the Authority Advantage




THERE IS NO DOUBT what the most important currency in business and in life is: trust.


Nothing of meaning happens without it.


There is nothing groundbreaking about this timeless, universal truth. What’s new in today’s environment is that everything has changed about the way trust is built.


We no longer trust the institutions, organizations, and corporations that once enjoyed this very trust as a foregone conclusion.


As a leader, it’s likely you have sensed this shift for some time, including the way you personally view messages you hear from the entities you interact with, be they governmental organizations, companies, media outlets, educational institutions, or even nonprofits. You may not be fully aware of the enormity of the challenge this presents as you steer your organization into the future.


This growing distrust of entities has been gaining momentum for some time. It’s more difficult to pinpoint where the shift began than when it became complete. The COVID-19 pandemic was the final blow to trust in an already skeptical world, cementing distrust toward the entities that had enjoyed an ingrained trust for generations.


As a result, leaders can no longer rely on the “brand” of their organization or even their title to inspire trust with stakeholders.


This shift creates an enormous quandary for leaders who find themselves challenged and perhaps even overwhelmed by the enormity of this transition—particularly those who have shied away from any level of personal visibility beyond their teams up to this point.





Leaders can no longer rely on the “brand” of their organization or even their title to inspire trust with stakeholders.


How can leaders step up to build trust in this postinstitutional environment?


By leading out front instead of from behind.


Let us share a secret: although your target audience may no longer trust your company, they are still willing to trust you.


In fact, they are actively looking for leaders who are authentic, effective, mission driven, and—crucially in today’s landscape—visible.


It’s not enough to be authentic, effective, and mission driven behind the scenes, because it confines the impact a leader can have to only those who are directly connected with them. This stunts the impact of that leader on an organization that now needs them to be the trust “on-ramp” more than ever.


This new reality is a shock to the system for servant leaders. For years these leaders have been told to serve others and grow their organization from a less visible vantage point.


Today, the less visible you are as a leader, the less you serve those around you, be they team members, customers, or those who can be positively impacted by your message.


People can’t trust leaders they don’t know. If you’re leading behind the scenes or behind the corporate brand, you are likely less effective. The only people who know (and hopefully trust) you are those who deal with you directly in a boardroom, team meeting, or in-person setting.


Today, servant leadership requires leaders to flip a key tenet of the previous servant leadership model. Rather than serving behind the scenes, serve out front as the starting point in building trust with people inside and outside your organization.


We wrote this book as a wake-up call and road map for the kind of leaders we identify with—humble, servant minded, and focused on executing for the good of their customers, teams, and partners. If you identify as this kind of leader, you’ve probably avoided any limelight personally because you have told yourself you are too busy or you were worried that visibility might come across the wrong way (hint: ego trip).


This well-meaning but dated leadership mindset is preventing you from recognizing that your lack of authentic, mission-driven visibility is costing you and your organization dearly.


The good news is that you picked up the perfect leadership book for this environment.


For more than two decades, we have been helping the world’s most influential leaders create an Authority Advantage to grow their organizations and make a bigger impact. We believe our framework has never been more important than it is today.


As entities and leaders finally wake up to the importance of building individual authority or thought leadership, many will do it the wrong way and spoil a golden opportunity to create an unfair advantage in this marketplace.


We want to do two things with this book:


1.Encourage you to create an Authority Advantage and show you how to do it so you can serve those around you.


2.Prevent you from wasting time, money, and goodwill by doing it the wrong way.


So why worry about creating an Authority Advantage in the first place? Can’t you just keep doing the things that got you to this point?


We absolutely want you to keep doing all the great things you do so well behind the scenes as a leader. But if you want to create an advantage in today’s marketplace, you must shift your visibility beyond your team.


Let’s go back to the singular focus of this book: creating trust in a distrusting world.


As you likely learned early in your career, before you can effectively lead, you must create trust.


Trust is the foundation for every single relationship you have—whether it is personal or business. We realize that we’re not breaking any news with that reminder; every leader knows that any good relationship starts by building trust.


Yet where most leaders miss the mark is not a lack of awareness about the importance of trust but rather a misunderstanding of how and when to establish it.


In the past, trust was built primarily in person, over the phone, or as a result of a great experience doing business together.


Today, trust is cemented over the long term based on the relationship and/or a job well done. However, the conditions for trust are actually created far before you ever come in contact with someone for the first time. This is true for potential employees, clients, partners, stakeholders, or anyone else thinking about taking a first step with you.


Before you earn a chance to make an impression and build trust in person, you must create a connection and build trust from afar—beginning online.


Do you have any idea what kind of impression you are making right now?


In our experience, most leaders don’t.


That’s why we wrote this book. We want you to understand that the cornerstone for building trust and creating a connection isn’t your business brand—it’s you, particularly once you create your Authority Advantage.


As we mentioned earlier, COVID-19 accelerated a shift that was already underway—we don’t trust institutions, corporations, or entities of any kind in the way we once did. In the postlockdown landscape, we apply a mental filter to every piece of information we consume: Who created this? What is their agenda? What are they trying to get me to do? Can I trust them? What do they have to gain?


If the information we are receiving is coming from an institution, company, or other entity, we trust it far less than we do information coming from an individual or leader. This is creating significant challenges for any organization looking to communicate with an audience such as constituents, viewers, stakeholders, current or potential employees, current or potential customers, or anyone else.


Many leaders have been so focused on trying to keep their companies afloat financially through the pandemic that they haven’t realized the urgency with which their leadership and broader marketing and media strategies must change. This shift is creating an inner dialogue for leaders about whether or not they need to take a step forward and remove barriers to their audience by creating a personal brand—especially those who, up until now, have vigorously avoided any sliver of personal visibility and have fallen behind as a result.


Does that sound familiar?


Owning the first impression around your brand isn’t enough in today’s environment—you must remove as many barriers as possible between you and your audience.


In the pages to come, we’re going to show you why it’s an absolute must to not only be intentional about your personal brand as a leader but also to own your media and, therefore, the connection to your audience. Don’t make the mistake of leaving your ability to communicate with that audience up to the benevolence of others, such as social media platforms like Facebook and LinkedIn or earned media gatekeepers like producers, journalists, or meeting planners. You need to be in control, not them.


Before you can grow an audience, you must earn their attention and trust with the right approach. That is what this book is all about.


You may not have been prepared for the COVID-19 pandemic by having a great personal brand or a large digital footprint already in place, but you can still create an advantage for yourself in this new media environment—something that will change everything about your reach and influence as a leader.


As you are about to learn, building authority isn’t an exercise in ego when done correctly—it’s an investment in making an impact at a much larger scale. Here’s what it comes down to: building your Authority Advantage is about positioning yourself as a leader with something to teach rather than as an “operator” with something to sell.


Before we go any further, you might be asking yourself, “Who exactly are Adam Witty and Rusty Shelton? And why should I listen to them?”





building your Authority Advantage is about positioning yourself as a leader with something to teach rather than as an “operator” with something to sell.


Building authority for CEOs, entrepreneurs, and leaders who want to make a positive impact has been our life’s work.


With forty years of combined experience in this field, we’ve helped over twenty-five hundred leaders strategically and systematically create their own media (books, podcasts, newsletters, etc.) to build an audience and become the go-to guy or gal in their field while expanding the impact of their message to build trust at scale.


In 2005, Adam founded what is today Forbes Books, the book publishing brand of Forbes Media, publisher of Forbes magazine. Rusty founded his first agency in 2010, and in 2016 we joined forces because we complemented each other’s strengths so well. Adam’s specialty is content creation and book publishing. Rusty is a successful entrepreneur and an expert in digital media and public relations, founding his newest agency, Zilker Media, in 2017. Between the two of us, we’ve written seven books and spoken to audiences around the globe, from Harvard Medical School to YPO (formerly Young Presidents’ Organization) and Entrepreneurs’ Organization chapters. We also host our own podcast and have been featured in the Wall Street Journal, Investor’s Business Daily, USA Today, FOX News, and the ABC network, as well as many others.


Together we have worked with more than a hundred New York Times and Wall Street Journal best-selling authors and a few self-made billionaires as well as CEOs of NYSE- and NASDAQ-listed publicly traded companies. And throughout this book, you’ll hear from prominent thought leaders on what they have learned as they created an Authority Advantage.


In short, helping the world’s best leaders expand their impact and build authority is what we are all about. We want to add you to that list after you read this book.


As you continue through these pages, we are going to share a step-by-step road map for creating an Authority Advantage for your business, your legacy, and your life. First, however, we’re going to start by understanding the big shifts that are driving this new climate and why an Authority Advantage is more an urgent essential than a nice-to-have for today’s leaders.
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CHAPTER ONE:


What Is the Authority Advantage?




PATTI BRENNAN IS one of the most respected financial advisors in the country, ranking near the top of Barron’s annual list of top advisors year after year. As CEO of Key Financial Inc., she excels in wealth management for high-net-worth individuals and is ranked as the number one Best-In-State Wealth Advisor by Forbes. Her company is among the top female-owned advisory firms in terms of assets under management. This is a leader who has risen to the absolute top of her field with so much to teach in her topic area.


And yet, she was reluctant to lean into building an Authority Advantage when she first came across the framework.


She viewed thought leadership and personal branding as “egotistical,” and to be honest, it turned her stomach a little. It felt like bragging to her, and, as for most impact-driven leaders, that’s not something she likes to engage in.


Maybe you’ve had the same reaction to those suggesting you position yourself as an authority in your field. If so, we get it. We find that’s the case for a lot of leaders when they consider the idea.


We ask you to reflect on just why you might be having that knee-jerk reaction.


The most common and obvious reason is that your thoughts probably go to people you see doing this the wrong way. They are building a “Hey, look at me!” kind of brand that comes across as more of an ego trip than an impact-driven initiative.


There are plenty of examples of attempted “brand building” gone wrong. These examples, which can litter your LinkedIn, Facebook, or Instagram feeds, often give leaders the wrong impression that to build thought leadership, you have to do it that way—by proclaiming your “greatness” in an obvious and even obnoxious way.


You don’t have to do it that way—and you shouldn’t if you want to build trust.


Let’s make this clear at the start of this book: when we encourage you to create your Authority Advantage, we’re not interested in stroking your ego.


Many leaders have the mistaken impression that building their brand in a more public-facing way runs counter to the servant leadership model they have been successful with and take pride in. If we had a dollar for every time we’ve heard a well-meaning leader say, “I’m worried my colleagues will think I’m doing this for the wrong reasons,” we’d be competing for a top spot on the coveted Forbes 400 list.


Good leaders remove friction from their teams. They address anything getting in their way and empower them to be successful in their roles in the most fulfilling and impactful way possible.


Good leaders who are winning today understand that their best and highest service isn’t limited to those who are already a part of the business—it includes building trust and rapport with potential customers, partners, and team members at scale. If a leader isn’t providing value in a public-facing way, they limit the impact they have on the business they lead. As a result, they do their existing team a disservice.


Building your Authority Advantage is the complete opposite of building a brand about you. We want you to be the messenger, not the message!


Consider servant leadership, something many of us aspire to embody as much as possible. Being a servant leader is about serving others in the same way that being a mission-driven authority is about serving others. The difference is that mission-driven thought leadership expands your reach and impact to those who aren’t fortunate enough to have a chance to interact directly with you, allowing you to reach and build trust with far more people.


This is how Patti Brennan, who originally shied away from the spotlight but is now regularly featured in national media, came to see the wisdom of the Authority Advantage:


I realized that if people in our community, or even in our nation, don’t know that we exist, or they don’t know who to call, they may call someone who does not have the depth of knowledge or experience, or they may be calling a salesperson who does not have their best interest at heart. Then everyone loses—especially the client and their family.


In other words, building mission-driven authority is an important foundation of modern servant leadership because you extend your impact at scale. This is something we’re going to explore in more detail as we unpack the Authority Matrix later in this section.





Building missiondriven authority is an important foundation of modern servant leadership because  you extend yourimpact at scale.


But first, you should know that an Authority Advantage carries with it a special bonus.


In addition to making a bigger impact, you position yourself to build your business by creating influence and leverage at a scale you can’t imagine.


Whatever you may think about building visibility or a personal brand, the reality is, leaders who build authority give themselves a distinct advantage over all others in the marketplace and make a far bigger impact than those who don’t. Those who continue to try to build trust in the marketplace through their corporate brand are going to fall further and further behind as their audience moves further away from institutions.


Unfortunately, this is the default for most leaders: to try to build visibility by leading with their organization’s brand. This limits the reach of any message because their audience has a distrusting mindset with entities. This reluctance to elevate their visibility keeps them from making the impact they desire—and limits their understanding of how important their personal brand is to their ability to grow their business and build trust with an increasingly skeptical marketplace.


If you share this reluctance, our guess is that it’s prevented you from going down this road—until now.


Finally, let’s address the other elephant in the room—time.


We know.


Your plate is already full, and the thought of adding additional items to your to-do list is probably something that generates pangs of anxiety and dread. You may have even felt a jolt of that as you picked this book up—one more thing to do.


This is a fair point and one we understand very well. The mere thought of creating more content or wading into the management of social media can be overwhelming for even the most experienced content marketer—and that’s before you think about authoring a book, hosting a podcast, writing a column for your industry’s top trade publication, or pursuing some of the other avenues that we’ll talk about in this book to expand the impact of your message and build trust at scale.


Through the Master Authority Plan (MAP) we’re going to help you build, the process will be customized to your time and goals and will show you the difference between unproductive activity and results-driven strategies as we focus on the best and highest use of your time. We want you to find the quickest route between point A and point B and to have as much fun as possible along the way.


This book is not about getting famous. In fact, it’s not even about personal branding. This book is about a mindset shift that will give you, your team, and your company a competitive advantage in a crowded, noisy business environment—simply by building trust.


We believe the greatest force for good in the world is entrepreneurship, and we wrote this book to help founders and leaders cut through the clutter and build a focused, proven plan to grow thought leadership, create leverage, and make a bigger impact in a new landscape.


We’re going to zoom out before zooming in. We will start by describing the big shifts underway in the global landscape and setting out why there is an urgency for you to plant a flag for your message as soon as possible. From there we’ll transition into a deep dive on building your brand in a way that is authentic to you and your message. We’ll focus on building trust with those who don’t yet know you—before you have had any engagement with them whatsoever. We’ll wrap up in our final section with a “lay of the land” by examining the postmedia landscape; unpacking rented, earned, and owned media; and showing you why each must be integrated with an emphasis on “owning” the relationship with your audience.


But most importantly, this book is meant to empower you.


We want you to control your own destiny and provide outsized value to those around you, such as customers, partners, team members, or those who should be working with you. Our goal is to demystify the topic of thought leadership that for so long has been opaque and overwhelming. When done correctly, it creates a shift that changes everything—and that defines the Authority Advantage.


Let’s get started.
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CHAPTER TWO:


The Big Shifts




HOW MUCH HAS your life as a leader changed since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic? Regardless of whether or not your business is booming or struggling, our guess is that you have been challenged as a leader in ways you never thought possible.


We certainly have.


It’s amazing looking back on the pandemic and how much changed in such a short time. Although it feels like a lifetime ago, it was early February of 2020 when our team gathered for our Q2 2020 planning session.


As we always do for our planning process, we built a list of important issues to discuss to ensure we landed on the best possible plan for the quarter. We compiled about fifteen issues, and the room went a bit silent as we looked around to see if anyone had anything else. Someone timidly (and, it turns out, prophetically) asked, “Do you think we should talk about this virus?”


At that point it honestly felt a bit silly to be discussing a little-known virus that was half a world away as a potential variable for Q2 of our business. It was just starting to appear in the United States and was still widely considered to be a mild threat. We discussed it but left the meeting writing it off as a long shot in terms of impacting business.


COVID-19, of course, went from a passing thought to the number one issue the world has faced in the past seventy-five years. It not only changed just about everything about the way business is conducted but, more broadly, how life is lived. It is often said that “change is the law of life,” but there has never been something that changed the modern business world more quickly and abruptly than COVID-19.


Even as the world of work has come back to life, business travel is often now done between rooms at your house. In-person meetings are now done via Zoom (also RIP phone calls). Purchases of almost every kind are made online. Flexible work arrangements are now a standard expectation for many desirable job candidates.


There have been winners, and there have been losers. Some of those winners were just plain lucky (owning a bike shop instead of a restaurant or an at-home fitness equipment company instead of a gym). Others who came out on top were ahead of the curve before the pandemic because they had already built a brand that people trust. But across the board, all business leaders have been challenged in ways they never thought possible.


We used to wonder if our generation would ever have to deal with a seismic challenge the way older generations have, with disruptions like the Great Depression and World Wars I and II.


To be frank, prior to the pandemic, we had it pretty easy as leaders, avoiding difficult large-scale disruption. Sure, we had 9/11 and the Great Recession, but nothing that could have prepared us for the disruptions caused by COVID-19.


The true enormity of the tragedy is still being felt by millions of families who lost loved ones around the world. But the pandemic also caused a great reset for every fabric of our lives, including the way business gets done. The shifts have been seismic, from the changing realities and expectations about remote work to the enormous challenges impacting supply chains, talent management, and inflation.




As if these challenges weren’t enough, leaders are also dealing with a shift that was already underway prior to the pandemic but is now a runaway train—the loss of trust. Trust in institutions is at an all-time low, according to the global consultancy firm Gallup. Averaged out, only 27 percent of US adults express “a great deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence in the fourteen institutions Gallup measures each year, which include the media, our government, the big banks, etc.1 That’s the lowest number Gallup has ever recorded for this poll.





This stat forms the foundation for the first distrust mindset your audience has for your company, institution, or entity, which is the primary reason for the cattle prod of urgency that we’re sticking you with early in this book.


What does that number tell us? In today’s landscape, the best way to truly communicate a message isn’t through a government, company, or entity. Instead, the quickest and most reliable route is to do it through a trustworthy, strategically visible leader.


Think of the power of Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s remarkable leadership as the president of Ukraine. His charismatic and genuine personality not only galvanized his own people to fight back against the Russian invasion in 2022 but also motivated much of the international community to back Ukraine’s efforts. He did that through a strategic and frequent use of social media and video conferencing in order to create trust and inspire action among his people—and the world. His visibility gave a face to Ukraine that allowed people all over the world to bond with his leadership.
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