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Leadership Positioning  
Turning Unique Leadership Qualities into Differentiators  
 
By Ken Kadet, Kadet Communications LLC 
 
“We need to be seen as a leader,” you say, and the PR counselors across the table 
dutifully scribble this point on their leather-bound notepads and nod thoughtfully.   
 
Of course you do.  But Leadership is one of those unfortunate concepts that, through 
overuse, has lost some of its meaning.   
 
As the saying goes, we know a leader when we see one.  Whether seeking enterprise 
resource planning software or a new 10-horsepower snow blower, we want to know 
we‟re getting the best for the money from a company that will stand behind its 
product.  The first brands we look for are the leaders – we‟ll call the sales reps from 
the top three CRM providers as ranked by Gartner, or seek out Consumer Reports’ 
ratings on the leading snow blower brands.   
 
One marketing executive of a newly renamed company told his public relations 
agency team that marketing would be successful when he could himself to an airline 
seatmate, and they would recognize his company immediately. Executives demanding 
leadership positioning are really asking for three changes in their company:  
 

1. Improve Brand Awareness – At minimum, this means is that the company name 
is on the tips of the tongues of the people making buying decisions. 

2. Promote Clarity – Ensure that those buyers clearly know not just the company 
name, but clearly know who the company is, what they do and sell.  

3. Accentuate Differentiation – They want the market to recognize that the 
company‟s position is unique and superior to that of all competitors. 

 
But the search for that missing leadership recognition often leads to more questions 
than answers.  Most leadership programs look closely at how the market perceives the 
company and what it offers, and build programs to bridge the gap between where 
perception is today, who the company is and how it wants to be perceived.  
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Who do you want to lead?  Where will you lead them?  
 
But as we build the leadership platform, we often fail to ask some key questions… 
questions that bridge the gap between simple messaging and effective leadership 
positioning.  Executives should ask themselves:  
 

 What kind of leader do we want to be?  

 Who do we want to lead?  
 
And, perhaps most importantly:  
 

 Where do we want to lead them?  
 
Changing how people view an organization as a leader begins with your customers‟ 
needs, and how you meet them. As a leader – as a brand they might choose to fulfill 
those needs – where do you want to take them? 
 
For example, one technology client of mine knows that their IT customers fear 
complexity and risk, and out-of-control implementations.  They are moving toward a 
leadership strategy building from a culture of doing what is best for the customer, 
regardless of what will make them the most money.    
 
From the outside, a company like Kodak knows that there is a mass of consumers 
buying digital cameras who want not bleeding edge technology, but high quality 
combined with ease of use.  You can see where they are taking these customers – 
toward easy to use products, comprehensive software online and off for organizing, 
editing and sharing photos, and marketing that is rich in advice and „how-to‟s‟ for 
family photographers. 
 
Decide who you want to be.  Understand your customers.  Know where you want to 
take them.  Now you have the foundation of a leadership strategy.  
 
Four Leadership Styles 
 
For simplicity‟s sake, let‟s look at four types of leaders:  The Technical Expert, The 
Best Practices Authority, the Market Leader and the Visionary.  
 
The Technical Expert is the smartest kid in the room.  The one with the product that, 
if you hooked the market leaders up to a lie detector, would admit that they have the 
best design and technology, or the smartest people.  You might think of Sebo or Dyson 
vacuum cleaners as the technical experts – they‟re not the cheapest or the market 
leaders, but everyone considers them the best.  In technology, companies positioned 
as the Technical Experts are the innovators who are well represented on technical 
committees, standards boards and industry panels at major conferences.  Their 
leadership is communicated through these organizations, as well as through 
whitepapers and research.  
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In consumer marketing, these may be the luxury brands, or the brands that always 
command a premium price.  A common complaint from Technical Experts is that while 
their product may be the best, the company often goes unrecognized in the media.  
The key to success is to translate technical superiority into customer value – and use 
that emphasize that value in positioning a premium brand in the marketplace.  
 
The Best Practices Authority is a company with good products and great service.  As 
a leader, they execute their business plan flawlessly, run a tight ship and maintain 
strong margins, even in commodity industries.  Dell benefits from this kind of 
leadership positioning – no one considers Dell a visionary in terms of the products it 
sells, but it has defined best practices to take over the industry.  
 
Another way to look Best Practices 
positioning is in how a company interacts 
with its customers. A Best Practices 
leader can leverage its strong focus on 
service and “doing things right” by 
concentrating on customer education and advocacy.  Pampers, for example, provides 
helpful guides to toilet training through direct mail; Imation, the removable storage 
company, offers useful advice on creating and preserving photo, video and data 
archives on its website and via e-newsletters. 
 
The challenge for the Best Practices leader is opposite of that of the technical expert.  
It must maintain a reputation for great products, for without that, the customer 
service message will fall flat.  
 
The Market Leader establishes its leadership by the numbers – it sells more products 
and services than anyone else.  Often a company establishes leading market share 
with its head down, focused on turning out great product, delivering strong customer 
service and aggressive, pricing, sales and marketing.  At some point, they look around 
and realize that they‟re the market leader, but competitors are getting the most buzz 
and the lion‟s share of the press.  Fortunately, the Market Leader has a strong 
platform to stand on -- they have the most customers and highest sales.  The greatest 
opportunity for the market leader is to establish themselves across the continuum – 
building user communities, educating and advocating for customers, highlighting 
customer success, and looking ahead to establish a vision for the future.  
 
The Market leader has an easier time getting noticed, but must emphasize its 
leadership in service and innovation in order to protect and grow its lead and avoid 
downward pricing pressures.  
 
The Visionary is the leader that most clearly sees the future of the industry.  It has 
the technical expertise, ability to innovate and market insight to see what the 
customer will need next and what the market will be able to deliver … and can set 
their company in the right direction.   The key question for the Visionary, in the 

No company uses just one 
leadership style. 
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language of Gartner‟s Magic Quadrant, is their “ability to execute” – does the 
company have the practical know-how to make the vision real.   
 
Apple Computer offers a great case in point. They introduced the Newton – the first 
handheld PDA, to great fanfare in 1993.  The idea of a handheld PDA was great; the 
technology wasn‟t quite there and it was discontinued in 1998, the same year that the 
Palm Pilot was launched.  Later, Apple flawlessly combined its vision with an ability 
to execute with the iPod – a dramatic advancement over the current digital music 
players that has already changed how many listen to music and is becoming more 
influential in how we handle video, news and data communication as well.  
 
 

 
 
 
The Leader You Should Be 
 
There‟s no one right answer for everyone, but there is a right answer to you.  The 
kind of leader your company should be is an extension of the ways you act today, only 
more so.  And your leadership strategy will emphasize different elements from across 
the continuum to address the range of your stakeholder audiences.  The key is to 
develop a clear, differentiated leadership position and a focused strategy to 
communicate that position to your key stakeholders.   
 
How do you get started? Approaches vary based on client needs but essentially boil 
down to this:  
 
  

Visionary Leader

•Achieved credibility through innovation and 
sales

•Sets and promotes industry direction; nurtures 
partnerships

•Creates trends, sets agenda though speaking 
and writing

•Uses multiple leadership styles and strategies

•Examples: Apple, Sony, Target

Market Leader

•Success based on market share, size

•Often a 'fast follower' versus 'original innovator'

•Focus on energizing and leading customer, 
partner and user and local communities to drive 
growth

•Examples: SAP, Wal-Mart, P&G

Best Practices Expert

•Best in class strategy and execution.

•Advocates and argues on behalf of cusotmer, 
even if it  sacrifices short term sales.

•Builds capabilities, leverages partnerships.

•Examples:  IBM, EMC, Kodak

Technical Expert

•Creates best, most innovative, elegant 
technology, processes and designs.

•Participates and advances industry standards.

•Examples: Dyson, Olympus, Xerox

Leadership Styles
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 Step 1 –Discovery 
 Use research and interviews to gain insight into your business and 

marketplace from inside your company and external sources.  
 The outcome:  Define brand position that is relevant, differentiated, and 

deliverable.   
 

 Step 2 – Translate positioning 
 Develop strategic positioning programs that address each of your key 

audiences  
 Develop visual brand identity communication elements and messaging 

that are memorable, meaningful, and protectable. 
 
 Step 3 – Execute strategic communications 

 Implement integrated communications that build strong, favorable and 
differentiated associations in minds of target audience through a variety 
of communications disciplines and channels – from interactive 
communications and participatory media to traditional media relations, 
advertising and direct mail.  

 
In other words, once you know the kind of leader you should be, it‟s time to start 
acting like one.  You‟ll be seen as a leader … because you are one.  
 

# # # 
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