
How can business 
leaders build their 
online brand?



Of the 40%,  
70% only use LinkedIn.

*Meltwater 2020

Only 40% of 
CEOs are active 
on social media.

40%



In this day and age few people would doubt the importance 
of building a strong online brand for their business. 

Introduction

Benefits of a strong brand:

■ Recognition & trust 

■ Differentiation in a crowded market

■ Loyalty & advocacy

■ A ‘short cut’ in the decision-making process

We’re all familiar with the concept of personal branding in the context of 
celebrities, reality TV personalities, and sports stars, but maybe we don’t 
consider the benefits for ‘normal’ people like us? 

In this guide, we’ll discuss why building a strong personal brand is worth the 
investment, the challenges faced, and some practical suggestions on how it 
can be achieved. 

Whether you’re a leader looking to boost your profile, or a member of a 
marketing team trying to convince an executive to showcase themselves 
online, I hope you find something of use.

Ben Hollom - Founder / Managing Director, Q Content

Yet many businesses fail to leverage the personal brands of 
their leaders and senior management team.

www.qcontent.co.uk



Understanding 

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 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 social media is completely alien to them 
– most probably use it on a regular basis. But it’s one thing 
knowing how to view post on a platform, and another thing 
entirely to build an effective strategy and plan to cultivate  
a valuable online presence.

Time

When you’re already overworked, it can be difficult to make 
the case for spending time each week cultivating your  
social profile. If you see the ROI as negligible, you may  
even see building a personal brand as nothing more than  
a vanity project.

Understandably, you might prefer to spend your time in  
areas where benefits to the business are more obvious  
and immediate.

The challenges
Senior business leaders face a unique set of challenges in their attempts to build up their online profiles…

“ 

If social media is done poorly, it can do a brand 
and an individual more harm than good, so it’s 
understandable that some might be nervous. ”



Trust

A solution to lack of time and expertise is to have somebody who 
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. The thought of handing over the reins and allowing 
someone else to represent you in the public domain is a scary one.

Risks

We’ve all seen leaders slip up online. You may remember Rob Cullinan 
– the chairman of Royal Bank of Scotland’s investment bank – who 
used the photo-sharing app Snapchat to send images featuring 
captions that read: “Not a fan of board meetings xx”, “Boring meeting” 
and “Another friggin’ meeting”.

He was exposed when his daughter posted the pictures on Instagram 
and he left the bank just weeks later. 

Ok, that’s an extreme example, but if social media is done poorly, 
it can do a brand and an individual more harm than good, so it’s 
understandable that some might be nervous.



As we’ve already established, social media done badly is worse 
than doing nothing at all. But isn’t that true of any means of 
communication? While it might feel safer to avoid the platform 
altogether, that too carries a risk: the risk of missing out on 
 the benefits.

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:

1.  Company culture

Employees want their leaders to show their social side. It  
gives the company a human face and personality, and it gives  
them the chance to communicate directly with those higher up  
in the business. 

Being active on social media gives your personality, work ethic, 
and enthusiasm for your own company’s product a chance to take 
centre stage. It allows you to showcase innovation, creativity and 
care for your employees’ wellbeing.

2.  Talent acquisition

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 from outside the business will want to know all 
they can about a company before joining, and if the leaders are 
nowhere to be found online, or have a poor presence, it plants the 
seed of doubt.

As a result, social media can draw top job prospects who’ll be best 
suited to join your team and fit into your organisation seamlessly.

Is establishing an online presence worth the investment?



“ 

Being active on social media 
gives your personality, work 
ethic, and enthusiasm for your 
own company’s product a chance 
to take centre stage. ”

3.  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. 

An active social presence with a strong following means you 
have a ready-made channel and audience ready to listen when 
you have something to say – helping you lead from the front. 
When it comes to crisis management, this can prove invaluable.

4.  Reinforcement of company 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.  Sales opportunities

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

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



1. Don’t leave it to chance

If you don’t have a plan, the chances are you’ll end up doing 
nothing. Worse still, you’ll be pushing out poor quality 
content that has lastminute.com written all over it. A 
simple framework that guides when, where, and what you’ll 
post will keep you on track and allow you to create content 
in advance, before the pressure is on.

2. Align with your audience

It’s easy to fall into the trap of only talking about topics 
we’re personally interested in, or engaging only on our 
favourite channels. To be effective, leaders need to 
produce content that’s of genuine interest to their audience 
and be active on the channels they prefer using. Of course, 
there’s a balance to be struck with stepping too far outside 
what feels natural or authentic, but there’s little point in 
producing content your audience isn’t interested in and 
sharing it through the wrong channels.

6 steps to building a strong profile…

3. Be authentic

We’ve indirectly touched upon the issue of authenticity a  
few times already.

People engage with people – they want to feel like they’re 
interacting in a natural, human way. Corporate jargon is 
unlikely to endear leaders to their audience, unless of course, 
the audience communicate in this way themselves.

If you analyse any social media ‘influencer’, you will find 
them speaking in a personal tone that resonates with their 
audience and cultivates 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 is appealing.

“ 

Users won’t even think to act 
on something an influencer 
says until they trust them. ”



4. Be consistent

As with building up a reputation of any kind, establishing a 
presence as a leader online often takes time. People need to be 
convinced that a leader can consistently add value to their online 
experience. Even established leaders need to earn their followers 
and keeping proving value.

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 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.

5. Personal engagement

Taking the time to respond personally to those who are kind 
enough to engage with you builds trust and goodwill. This trust 
will extend to your company, adding to your organisation’s 
intangible assets and making you a more effective and  
valuable leader.



6. Enlist the help of the marketing team, or outsource 

As we’ve discussed, building and maintaining an online profile requires time, 
knowledge (of audience and platforms), and persistence. 

It can pay to outsource the legwork to a trusted external agency or your in-
house marketing team, who can dedicate the resources the project requires. 
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 defining processes and ground rules at the start of 
the relationship.

Any leader will want to be sure that delegating responsibility will not lead to 
their or the company’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.



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 for leaders to carve out their own distinct voice, that’s not to say inspiration can’t be 
sought from others. Here are some leaders who have shown themselves to be socially minded:

Leaders who are cultivating their online profile effectively

1. Angela Ahrendts – Burberry / Apple 

Angela Ahrendts is credited with transforming Burberry into 
a vibrant, thriving brand at the forefront of social media. She 
attributes her success to “speaking digital” and finding an authentic 
story that is simple enough to resonate with a global audience.

2. Dan Schulman – CEO, Paypal

#CSR. #SocialForGood. This digital leader harnesses the 
power of his platform to support social causes and shine a 
light on issues inside and outside the workplace.

3. Richard Branson – Virgin

Serial entrepreneur Richard Branson’s feed has the right balance 
of business advice, personal insights and inspirational quotes, 
and his sheer number of followers are a testament to that. He also 
shares interesting articles with the hashtag #readbyrichard. 

4. Steven Bartlett – Social Chain

Steven Bartlett is a successful 28-year-old who co-founded the 
well-known social media marketing agency, Social Chain, after 
dropping out of university at 20. Steven regularly records podcasts 
and tweets inspiring advice, and is now the youngest Dragon ever 
on BBC’s Dragons’ Den. 



Even leaders without a strong network of influencers to 
call upon can build an online presence, which – thanks 
to the audience insights, brand reinforcement and sales 
opportunities executive engagement on social media brings 
– translates into real, offline benefits.

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.

Conclusion



Read the latest BSI blog and discover 

how to use standards to develop a 

comprehensive strategy

We help our clients to build their online authority, 
increasing their visibility and credibility. 

We support them with a range of services from planning and production,  
to measurement and reporting. 

Services include: 

■ Content strategy

■ Content calendar planning

■ Ghost blog / article writing

■ Presentation script writing and design 

■ Social media management

■ Video production

How can Q help?



Why not get in touch to 
discuss how we could take 
away the stress of developing 
your online brand?

Ben Hollom: 07703 576689

ben.hollom@qcontent.co.uk

What do you get in our personal brand  
development package?

■ An experienced content manager who will work with you to plan and 
produce regular content, keeping the whole process on track 

■ A dedicated writer to ensure consistency and authenticity in tone 
and language 

■ Design and video support if required 

■ A social media manager to proactively grow your audience, manage 
engagement and the posting of regular content 

■ Monthly reports and recommendations based on the performance of 
your content and social channels

How do we measure success?

We audit then benchmark your social channels against several of your 

key rivals - i.e. individuals of a similar job title in your main competitor 

companies - we then award a score based on visibility and credibility. 

This will all be included in your monthly report, so you can track your 

activity and see how your score - and the strength of your personal 

brand - is improving.



Contact us
ben.hollom@qcontent.co.uk

www.qcontent.co.uk 


