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Introduction
Even if you have all the money in the world to spend,
the best way to market your business and get eyes on
your product is to establish a social media presence.
That’s Richard Branson’s take on why every business
leader should look to build up their online profile. Yet,
even in 2018, there’s still a lack of leaders taking online
profile management seriously.

While the reasons why leaders might shy away from
social media may be understandable, establishing a
positive online presence is becoming
essential for personal and organisational success.

A 2017 survey by London PR firm Cognito revealed
how nearly two-thirds (64%) of in-house marketing
teams believe their CEO doesn’t have a ‘functioning
social media profile’.

As we will discuss in this paper, business leaders
who build up their online profile can help reinforce
their business’s brand while establishing themselves as
a thought leader in their industry. We will conclude by
giving some examples of business leaders who have
done exactly that.

It’s a finding that tallies with separate research from
CEO.com and Domo, who in 2016 found that 60% of
Fortune 500 CEOs have no social media presence
whatsoever.
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64%
of in-house marketing teams
believe their CEO doesn’t
have a ‘functioning social
media profile’
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Challenges of establishing an
online presence for leaders
By now, most business leaders understand how important it is to build an online
presence for their organisation, helping spread the good word about their brand
to their audience. But, research suggests that many leaders are still failing to
recognise how doing the same for their personal brand could bring similar benefits.
However, rather than a lack of understanding on the leaders’ behalf, we think it’s
more likely to be the case that decision-makers face a unique set of challenges in
their attempts to build up their online profiles. Here are some of those challenges:
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They lack time
All leaders suffer from
a lack of time. Research
from AXA PPP suggested
that SME bosses worry
more about the impact of work on their
lives than they do about profit and loss
and finances.
When working to already stretched
schedules, it can be difficult to make
the case that leaders should spend time
each week cultivating their online profiles
across social media. Also, they may see
the gains of doing so as negligible and
nothing more than a vanity project, so
they would prefer to spend their time in
areas where benefits to the business are
more clearly defined.
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They don’t trust
anyone else to do it
A solution to the lack of
time and expertise is to
have somebody – or a
team – that is an expert in online profile
management to communicate on your
behalf. But this requires a fair amount
of trust to be built into the relationship.
Any leader will want to be sure that
delegating the responsibility will not lead
to their or the brand’s reputation being
harmed in some way. Assurance will
be required on both the quality of the
communication and its credibility. Leaders
will want to see some evidence that the
content produced feels authentic, i.e.
the words, beliefs and values expressed
always tally with the leader’s. If the
audience sense inauthenticity, the whole
exercise is pointless.

They don’t
understand social
media
There will be some
leaders who still don’t
feel all that comfortable attempting
to navigate the world of social media.
While they can see the business benefits
of the platform, they don’t have expert
knowledge and understanding of it like
their marketing team do. As far as they
are concerned, they’d prefer to ‘leave it to
the experts’.
That’s not to say that they are
completely alien to how social media
works – six in ten (64%) UK adults said
they use social media on a weekly basis,
according to Ofcom. But it’s one thing
knowing how to post on a platform
and another thing entirely to build an
effective strategy and plan to cultivate a
valuable online presence.

They see it as too
much risk
We’ve all seen leaders
slip up online – like the
chairman of Royal Bank of
Scotland’s investment bank, Rory Cullinan,
who used photo-sharing app Snapchat to
send images featuring captions that read:
“Not a fan of board meetings xx”, “Boring
meeting xx” and “Another friggin meeting”.
He was exposed when his daughter posted
the pictures on Instagram. He left the bank
just weeks later.
If social media is done poorly, it can do
a brand and an individual more harm than
good. But isn’t that true of any means of
communication? So, while it might feel
safer to avoid the platform altogether,
that too carries a risk: the risk of missed
opportunities and sales.
The best option is for a leader to be
active on social media and to minimise the
risk of posting something that causes them
problems. If that means having someone
else run their accounts – while keeping their
personality intact – then so be it.
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Why establishing an
online presence is worth
the investment
Whether you’re a leader looking to boost your profile or a member of the
marketing team trying to convince an executive to showcase themselves
online, this will likely be the most important section of this paper to read.
You want to hear why it will be worth the business’s time and the investment.
In the plainest terms, executive engagement on social media strengthens
brand trust and reputation. But there’s a bit more to it than that. Here are the
reasons why any business should look to showcase its leaders:
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73%
Nearly three-quarters (73%)
of executives with social CEOs
search to see what they’re
posting, while a similar number
(76%) believe it is good for
their CEOs to be active online,
according to findings by
Weber Shandwick.

1

Good for company culture
Employees want their leaders
to show their social side. Why?
Employees feel like it gives the company
a human face or personality and it gives
them the chance to communicate with
those high up in the business. They also
feel like it helps leaders stay in touch
with what’s happening at all levels in the
company – potentially giving a leader
greater control over their organisational
culture.
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2

Helps on-board new talent
It’s not only current employees
who look to their company
leaders for evidence that they are
working for a competitive and attractive
company. Talent outside the business
may also look to the leaders for signs of
innovation, creativity and wellbeing.
In BRANDfog’s 2016 Social Media
Survey of 500 employees, more than
two-thirds (68%) believed that CEOs
who don’t engage on social channels will
become less relevant. The best talent
is discerning – these individuals want
to know all they can about a company
before reaching out, and if the leaders
are nowhere to be found online, or have a
poor presence, it plants the seed of doubt
into their minds.

3

Enables more effective leadership
A positive presence online
doesn’t just give employees
the impression the company is in good
hands – research suggests that social
leaders are tangibly more effective in
their leadership. In DDI’s High Resolution
Leadership study, social CEOs were found

to be 89% better at empowering others
than their unsocial peers, 52% stronger
at compelling communication and 46%
more influential.
Meanwhile, BRANDfog’s study found
that 73% of employees agree that social
media engagement makes CEOs more
effective leaders. Again, this might have
something to do with the insights that
social media can provide a leader.

opportunities.
Both consumers and fellow company
leaders like engaging with those who
have significant business clout. If that
engagement is managed well, there is
the opportunity to turn prospects into
customers and clients. All of sudden, the
value of participating on social media
becomes very real.

4

Reinforces brand values
While a leader’s online profile
should not merely mirror their
brand’s content, it should be used to
reinforce the company’s brand values
and beliefs. If customers, employees
and investors can see that the messages
being pushed by the brand are driven
from the top down, their trust in the
brand will likely deepen.

5

Facilitates sales opportunities
No leader should step into social
media with a view to adopting
the hard sell. But just engaging with
your audience and exhibiting knowledge
and insight can yield commercial

75%
Three-quarters of employees
believe that executive social
media engagement makes a
brand seem more honest
and trustworthy
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How to build up an
online profile
The three main pillars of effectively building an online
profile are authenticity, relevancy and consistency.
By getting those three right, leaders can begin to make
themselves known online in a positive way. Here’s a bit
more detail on how to go about establishing a thoughtleader presence online:
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1

Go to the business’s audience
It might sound obvious, but leaders
need to align themselves on the social
networks where their customers/clients,
employees and other stakeholders like
to spend their time. So, for a leader of a
business aimed at people aged under 25, the
go-to network is likely to be Instagram, with
young people found now spending over half
an hour on the photo sharing app every day.
On the flipside, for B2B leaders, LinkedIn
will be the first port of call. It’s highly likely
that a leader will already have a LinkedIn
profile, but now it’s about making their
presence known and using the network for
all it’s worth, turning connections into clients.
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Create great content
A leader’s content needs to be in
keeping with their personality, their
audience and the network they’re posting
on. While Instagram might be full of people
posting selfies, that’s not to say that a
leader should do the same – it’s unlikely
to provide value for the leader’s audience.
It’s crucial to have a strategy in mind when
creating content, which is in keeping with the
audience and the platform.
For B2B leaders on LinkedIn, for instance,
written content will form a fair slice of the
strategy, but this will need to be tweaked for
other social networks.
Regardless of the networks that a leader
decides is right for them, visual content
should play a major part in any strategy.
Visual content is a winner on all social
networks. It’s so much more effective to
show something than just say it. For example,
if a leader is speaking or attending an event,
a photo of them in attendance reinforces that
they are a thought-leader so much better
than merely stating the fact.
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3

Be consistent
As with building up a reputation of
any kind, establishing a presence
as a leader online often takes time. Unless
you’re Richard Branson, people need to be
convinced that a leader can consistently
add value to their online experience. But,
even established leaders need to earn their
followers (and keeping proving their value),
which is why not a day goes where Branson
doesn’t make a post on Twitter.
Content needs to be delivered regularly,
even in weeks where time is in short supply.
It doesn’t have to be a substantial post –
framing the news or something topical and
relevant with a unique insight is a great
way to keep things moving – but it must
be something of interest to the audience.
A leader has little chance of making an
impression online unless they are ready and
present to comment at times when things
are happening, and their audience is active.

4

Be authentic
We’ve touched upon the issue of
authenticity a few times already,
which should indicate how important it
is to effectively build an online presence.
People want to feel like they are interacting
in a natural, human way – corporate
speak is unlikely to endear leaders to their
audience, unless of course, the audience
communicate in this way.
If you analyse any social media
‘influencer’, you will find them speaking in
a personal tone that resonates with their
audience to cultivate a relationship built
on trust. Users won’t even think to act on
something an influencer says until they
trust them. In other words, people will not
act in the way that you want them to until
authenticity has been proven, even if the
content being produced by the leader is
appealing.

5

Enlist the help of the marketing
team or outsource
Building and maintaining an online
profile requires time, knowledge (of
audience and platforms) and persistence.
While for leaders with a strong offline
profile, it might just be a case of identifying
the right platforms and adopting a tone
that works for the audience, others may
have to work harder to build a following.
It can pay to outsource the legwork to
a trusted partner, who can dedicate the
resources the project requires.
An expert agency will make time to
get to know the leader so that they can
replicate their personality online, giving the
audience the impression of authenticity.
They will also combine audience insights
with their expert knowledge of the social
media platforms to develop a strategy that
brings the desired results.
It’s a scary prospect having anybody
speak on your behalf, which is why it’s
crucial that time is spent at the start of the
relationship getting the leader comfortable
with the third-party and the processes they
adhere to.

43%
43% of millennials
rank authenticity
over content
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Leaders who are effectively cultivating their online profile
The best way to learn how to build up an online
profile is to look to the leaders who have already
done it. While it’s important leaders carve out their
own distinct voice, that’s not to say inspiration can’t
be sought from others. Here are four leaders who
have shown themselves to be socially minded:

Richard Branson

Elon Musk

Founder, Virgin Group

CEO, Tesla

When you’re a business leader as successful as Branson,
you’re going to have your fair share of detractors. But, with
12 million followers on Twitter alone, Branson doesn’t allow
his critics to derail him. He tweets a lot – multiple times a
day – with posts flitting from business to political matters,
with some personal stuff in between.
The majority of his content will link back to the Virgin
website, with the aim of converting casual followers into
advocates of his brand. He also takes the time to engage
with some of those who respond to him, explaining it is

Musk is another leader who sees social media as an
opportunity to stay in sync with his audience. But he takes
it one step further than Branson, engaging with his critics
as well as his fans. It’s not uncommon to see Musk respond
to those with hang-ups about him or his company – and he
always does so in the manner you’d expect from an openminded innovator.
Musk also uses Twitter to unveil his company’s plans,
often before the details have been properly fleshed out. It’s
a fairly straight-forward tactic, but it makes him a mustfollow for his audience.

“a great way to get feedback about our goods and services,
and a wonderful way to find inspiration for new ideas”.
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Sophia Amoruso

Sarah Willingham

Entrepreneur

Entrepreneur

Amoruso is best known for founding Nasty Gal, a women’s
fashion retailer, which went on to be named one of “the
fastest growing companies” by Inc. Magazine in 2012. She’s
also a New York Times bestselling author with her novel
#Girlboss charting her story from “high-school dropout” to
successful businesswoman.
She uses her social media to inspire her primarily female
audience. Like Branson, she makes sure her Twitter page is
full of links back to her website, while her Instagram feels
very personal with photos that document her life in a selfaware way that appeals to her millennial following.

Willingham, best known for her appearances on Dragon’s
Den and management of high street restaurants such as
Planet Hollywood and Pizza Express, doesn’t have a huge
following on social media, but her followers have a real
affinity with her.
She doesn’t overthink her posts, sharing personal
thoughts and photos across Twitter, Instagram and
Facebook, while also using the platform to raise her
personal brand as a leader as well as boost the businesses
she’s invested in.
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Conclusion
We’ll end with how we started, with a quote from Branson:

Today, everyone can have a voice, and
anyone can win the support of a community,
you’ve just got to be in it to win it.
Even leaders without a strong network of
influencers to call upon can build an online presence
which translates into real, offline benefits, thanks to
the audience insights, brand reinforcement and sales
opportunities that executive engagement on social
media brings.
But, unless a leader is prepared to treat the process
of building up their online profile with the time and
thought it needs, it’s unlikely they will see those tangible
benefits. If time or expertise is the challenge, the process
can be outsourced. If finding a trusted partner is the
concern, look for an agency that is prepared to fully
collaborate and which understands the importance of
the three main pillars of effectively building an online
profile: authenticity, relevancy and consistency.
No challenge should be deemed too big to overcome
when there is the opportunity of establishing a thoughtleader presence online.
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